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PART ONE THE FOX
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Night is at its deepest, darkest centre when she comes.

I’m dreaming about being stranded on a wild island when I slowly notice the paws on my chest like two solid nothings. They feel the way ice does when you hold it in your hand – like something so cold, it’s just numb.

And then I open my eyes and I see her.

She has the same strange opal glow I remember them all having, but I can still make out the rust red of her coat and hungry yellow of her eyes. The glow from my nightlight is watery, but gleams off the claws pressed into my pyjama top and the tip of her nose as she sniffs me. Her black-tip ears are pointed back towards my bedroom door, listening.

Maybe I should be afraid, but I’m not. I’ve seen others like her before, although not for a while and never this close. They were sometimes just a rainbow haze in the sky when I was feeling lost, or a splash of colour under the surface of the swimming pool I was afraid to dive into.

But this one is here – sitting on my chest, in my bedroom, in my house, in the dead of night.

A fox. A ghost fox.

My heart flutters like a trapped bird.

The ghost fox is staring at me, hardly moving at all. And I’m frozen too, even though the empty pressure from her paws feels strange on my chest.

My whole house is silent as stone. There’s no light under my bedroom door, which means Mum has turned everything off and gone to bed. My window is closed, so I can’t hear the cars in the distance, or the wind sneaking into the shadows between tree branches. It feels like the whole world now belongs only to the ghost fox and me.

I’ve always wanted to see a ghost animal up close. The closest I ever got was when Dad left for India and the tiger stripes on his suitcase roared into a giant cat that sat with me and made me feel stronger. But Dad couldn’t see when I pointed her out and Mum’s never been able to catch any of the others either. It made me wonder if they were just something I made up.

This fox is definitely here though. As here as if she were alive. And if I didn’t remember seeing ghosts before with this shimmering colour behind them, I’d maybe think that she was a living wild fox, come to scavenge the meat off my bones in the night.

‘Did you come to eat me?’ I whisper, just in case.

Her ears tilt forward towards my voice and she slides off my chest, so the pressure lifts. I sit up and put my glasses on, looking at her properly with her bushy tail tucked across her paws. She’s still, but her outline sort of flickers with colours that collide and disappear so quickly, it’s like I dreamed them.

‘I’m Nora,’ I whisper.

The fox tilts her head slightly, but she doesn’t say her own name, because even though she’s a ghost, she’s still just a fox.

I feel like she’s asking me a question anyway though. Something still and urgent and quietly loud that I can’t hold on to.

‘It must be lonely, being a ghost,’ I say.

Suddenly, she leaps up, her cold-nothing paws landing on my chest again and making my heart squeeze. And I close my eyes and push through the feeling it gives me, because, yes – this is what it feels like to be alone. Cold and empty, and I already know it.

I clench my hands into fists. ‘I’m strong, I’m strong, I’m strong,’ I mutter, over and over again.

The pressure lifts and my caged-bird breath takes flight. But when I open my eyes, I’m just looking at an empty space where I think maybe a fox once sat.
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It’s a Good Morning today. I can tell, because Mum is up before even I am, singing to herself in the kitchen.

Usually on Good Mornings, I stumble down the stairs in my pyjamas before I’ve even put on my glasses.

But today I throw back my covers, hunting for traces of the fox.

‘Fox?’ I whisper, looking into the corners of my bedroom for a flash of rainbow, or the flick of a bushy tail. There’s nothing though – not even a strand of red fur on my duvet, or a pawprint on my carpet.

I suppose that’s not unusual. Ghosts are both here and not here, so you probably wouldn’t expect them to leave anything behind. But the disappointment that it might have been a dream carves a hollow between my ribs.

‘Nora?’ Mum sings up the stairs. ‘You up, sweetheart?’

‘Coming,’ I call.

I dress so fast, I put my grey school pinafore on backwards. I charge down the stairs, dropping my jumper on my school bag. Mum’s already packed it for me today, so it really must be an extra-Good Morning. I run into the kitchen and hug her middle as she’s buttering crumpets for my favourite poached-egg breakfast.

‘Morning, sleepyhead,’ Mum says, kissing the top of my head.

I press my face into her jumper. She smells like perfume and washing powder. I try to breathe it all in before it disappears like the ghost fox did.

‘You want one egg or two?’ she asks as she prises me off.

‘Two, please,’ I say, sitting at the table. She’s laid it out this morning with plates and cutlery. There’s orange juice with bits in and firework-bright flowers in a vase in the middle of the table.

It’s been ages since we had a breakfast like this. The Bad Days seem to be happening more and more, meaning Mum’s too tired to make breakfast, or too sad to get out of bed sometimes. And I’m fine, because I can look after myself, but seeing Mum happy this morning too makes my bones relax into my chair.

I’m annoyed that this morning is happening on a Friday and not a weekend when we could stretch into a trip to the park, or the zoo, or even just sit in the garden, so long as we’re together.

‘Can I stay home from school?’ I ask as she sets my breakfast down in front of me.

She puts her hand on my forehead. ‘Are you not feeling well?’

I shake my head. ‘I just thought we could go to the zoo maybe.’

She sits down opposite me. She looks tired still. She used to have more freckles across her nose than there were stars in the sky, but they’ve got fainter as her skin has turned paler. Her eyes are puffy and her brown curly hair is more unbrushed than even mine is. But still she looks more like herself today.

‘Maybe at the weekend,’ she says. ‘Is there a reason you don’t want to go to school?’

I think about that for a moment. The main reason is that I have my old mum back today and I want to keep her for as long as I can. But there are other reasons too…

‘A fox came into my room last night. I sort of want to see if she comes back.’

Mum drops her spoon and the sound of it hitting the glass table makes us both jump. ‘A living fox?’

I shake my head quickly. ‘A ghost, I think. You know, like the ones I saw when I was small.’

Mum lets out a relieved sort of laugh and prods my nose with the spoon. ‘You had me thinking we’d had a real fox in the house for a moment.’

I dunk a bit of crumpet into my egg, slowly. ‘You don’t think she was real?’

She smiles, hugging her cup of tea. ‘I think maybe you were having a dream. Ghosts aren’t real, are they?’

I shrug and take a bite. ‘Your ghosts are real though.’

Mum pinches her lips together and I wish I hadn’t spoiled a Good Morning with a bad thought.

I quickly take her hand across the table. ‘You’re right – it was probably just a silly dream.’

She squeezes my hand, but I can see the worry building on her face.

Mum has something called PTSD, which stands for post-traumatic stress disorder. Before she was signed off work, she was a paramedic, driving around in an ambulance and saving people’s lives. But then a few months ago, she started to get sad. It was like the ghosts of her day would stick around and haunt her, and they weren’t rainbow-glimmered animals, but dark shadows that whispered angry things.

She explained it all to me. We sat down with the doctor together and they both let me ask questions like, Was it something I did? And, How will it change things? And, What can I do to help?

They told me it wasn’t my fault at all. And it shouldn’t change much and that Mum was still my mum, but that sometimes she might get angry or sad. The doctor said that the only thing I needed to do to help was to give Mum space when she needed it. But I can do more than that. I can protect Mum like she protects everyone else as a paramedic.

I can help make her better.

Mum kisses my hand. ‘You’re so grown up, baby.’

I can feel myself blushing, but it’s also quite nice when she says things like that. ‘I’m not a baby, Mum.’

She smiles, taking a bite of crumpet, which means she has her appetite back today. ‘Okay, strong, independent woman, then. It’s you and me against the world, hey, pal?’

I nod, mopping up the last of my egg. It’s always been just Mum and me, together. We don’t need anyone else.

We can deal with everything just fine on our own.
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I like Miss Omar, but she can be really slow at taking the class register sometimes.

The radiator under my desk is on and it makes me feel sleepy, even though it’s only the start of the day and I don’t think I was up for long last night. But I slump over my desk anyway, leaning on my fist, and stare out of the window.

Our classroom is on the hill, so I can see down to the war statue and the tadpole pond, across to the climbing frame and even over the playground to the football field, where some Year Fours are doing P.E. They’re so far away they’re just like little fleas jumping up and down.

I miss being in Year Four. The only thing you have to worry about when you’re eight years old is whether you’re going to score a goal, or whether the custard at lunch will have lumps in it again. Back then, I was friends with everyone in my class and we’d all play tag together at lunch, or go over to each other’s houses after school.

But I can’t have any of them over now. One of them might be too loud or say something that will make Mum’s symptoms come back. But that’s fine – it’s easier spending lunchtimes alone so I can read my favourite books and not have to make up excuses about Mum, or me.

My eyelids are getting heavy and I’m feeling warm in my school sweater, so the skin on my back itches.

I blink slowly, and just before my eyes close all the way I see a rainbow-smudged tail disappearing behind the weeping cherry tree next to the pond.

I jolt upright so fast I knock my pencil case off the desk and Miss Omar stops halfway through a ‘good morning’.

‘Nora, can you not throw your pencils, please?’

My face is red-hot now and I know I should pick my case up from the floor, but instead I’m just searching the outside for my ghost fox.

I’m up from my chair slightly and some of the others on my table have noticed and are looking now too, even though they don’t even know what they’re looking for. But once they look, everyone looks, and soon all my old friends are running to the window, searching the empty outside for something I know none of them will be able to see.

‘Class 5O – back to your seats!’ Miss Omar shouts, clapping her hands, but also craning her own head to look too. Everyone mumbles and mutters back to their desks, some of them looking at me strangely. But I don’t care and keep my eyes outside.

I’m sure I saw it. A fox’s tail with the same rainbow edges I remember from last night.

I sit fidgeting in my seat for the whole lesson after that, not even putting my hand up to answer questions in science that I know the answers to, because of all the stories Mum’s told me about fixing femurs and mending metacarpals.

As soon as it’s break-time, I burst out of the classroom and onto the playground without even getting my coat, even though it’s starting to rain. I stand there for a moment, turning round on the spot, looking for a hint of rainbow as the others in my class bustle past me.

‘Nora! Nora, come play football with us,’ Saffie says, tugging on my arm.

‘Tag – you’re it!’ Rachael says, tapping me on the back.

I shrug them both off, my chest feeling cold for a moment – just like it did under the ghost paws last night. Then I see her – tearing like a comet with a rainbow trail across the playground.

I take off running, raindrops splattering dotted lines on my glasses. I squint through them, my breathing huffy, blood fizzing with excitement. My feet hit tarmac as the fox glances back towards me, panting. And my eyes are so fixed on her that I don’t spot the boy in my way until I’m running right into him.

‘Hey!’ he shouts as my shoulder barges into his pointy one, making him drop the ball he was holding.

‘Sorry, sorry,’ I say, my eyes still on the fox now disappearing under the branches of the weeping cherry tree by the pond.

I pick up the ball and hold it out for him to take. But instead of taking it, the boy shoves me, so his pointy shoulder rams back into mine.

I blink, stumbling backwards.

Some of the children around us stop to watch, whispering behind their hands. I frown at the boy who shoved me – a boy in the other class in my year called Joel, with a pinched expression and a dirty chin. His face is bright red, like he might explode.

‘Why don’t you watch where you’re going?’ he shouts, bashing the ball out of my hands so it bounces, angrily.

‘Sorry—’ I go to say again, but some of the others in my class start gathering round me, all shouting their own things over me.

‘Leave her alone, Joel.’

‘She said she was sorry already.’

My back prickles angrily. ‘I don’t need any help,’ I mutter.

Joel clenches his fists and starts shouting again – this time at them – and soon the whole school seems to be shouting at each other and their voices make my breath catch in my throat.

It reminds me of the last time Mum and I went to the supermarket together. She picked me up after school and I held the list whilst she put things in the basket. And everything was fine, until a group of teenagers came in, shouting loudly. They weren’t saying angry things, but the noise made all the colour drain from Mum’s face, as loud noises like that can make her PTSD symptoms come out in full force.
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I feel like all the colour has drained from me now, too. I stumble round them, my trainers slipping and sliding over the grass towards the weeping cherry tree, looking for traces of rainbow.

‘Please, Fox,’ I whisper. ‘Make me stronger, like the other ghost animals did before.’

There’s a beat where the rain comes down heavier and the shouting turns to the squeals of children running inside.

‘Pssst! In here!’ a voice says from inside the dome of branches fountaining out from the trunk in the centre.

‘Fox?’ I squeak, my thoughts racing. ‘But you’re just—’

‘Quickly!’ the voice says again. ‘Before the teachers see.’

I peer through the branches at the shape crouching in the middle, looking for her shimmery colours. But then a hand thrusts out between the branches and drags me inside where a boy with short Afro hair and a camouflage coat is staring at me with wide eyes.

‘Are you okay?’ he says. ‘I saw Joel barge into you – he’s always doing things like that to me, too.’

‘I’m fine.’ I wriggle out of his grip, looking at the dome of branches around us. It’s like a whole other world in here. The shouting in the playground has dropped away and all I can hear is my own quick breaths and the gentle patter of rain on the tree. I can see branches with small buds growing all around me, framing the twisted trunk in the centre and the boy, staring at me like there’s something wrong when there isn’t.

‘You’re Nora, aren’t you? Nora Frost, from 5O?’

I ignore him, looking around the bottom of the tree where the trunk is bursting through the paving stones and the roots have made them flip onto their sides.

The ghost fox isn’t anywhere to be seen, so I push past the boy to the outside again, looking around at the blurs of other children, running with their cardigans held over their heads, back into classrooms to escape from the rain. I see grey playground and grey clouds and grey uniform – but no rainbow fox.

There’s a rustle from behind me and a hand closes on my wrist again, pulling me back into the arms of the tree.

‘What are you doing?’ he says. ‘It’s raining. If the teachers spot us, we’ll have to go inside.’

‘Stop pulling me around.’ I yank my wrist from his grip. The top of the tree tangles into my hair and my back prickles with heat. ‘You scared her away,’ I say, a bit louder than I meant to.

The boy takes a step back, looking around. ‘Who?’

I huff, wrestling my hair from the tree. I want to storm back out again and keep looking, but the boy’s right. The rain outside the tree is hammering into the pavement now and I can hear the far-off sound of the dinner ladies calling the stragglers inside. And even though I usually like rained-off playtimes now, because I can just sit and read and not be told off for not playing with anyone else, I don’t want to go back inside. Not yet.

I squat down again, my eyes still hunting for rainbows.

The boy is staring at me. ‘Were you supposed to meet a friend here or something…?’

I don’t look at him. I don’t want to tell him about the fox. Not because I’m embarrassed, but because it’s better not to tell people about these things. It’s the same with Mum’s diagnosis. As soon as people know about her PTSD, their faces change. They get all sympathetic and like something is really wrong, when it isn’t.

I don’t say anything and neither does he. He just stares at me like he’s reading me, like I’m a book whose pages are open. The rain comes down harder and harder, but the silence inside the tree feels like its own curtain of noise.

‘I’m Kwame James,’ he says, finally. ‘I’m in 5R. I think you live opposite my grandad Erwin. I’m there all the time; I see you riding your bike.’

I don’t say anything, so he carries on.

‘This is my secret hideout – do you like it? I come in here every break-time to escape Joel. You can stay in here too though if you want? I don’t mind.’

He squints at me and I try not to look at him.

‘If you’re being bullied too, we can stick togeth—’

‘Look,’ I say, quickly. ‘It’s nice of you to invite me into your hideout. But I’m fine on my own.’

Kwame grins suddenly, huge dimples appearing in each of his cheeks like moon craters. And I notice that his eyes are the same kind of swirled-up brown as the tree trunk behind him. ‘Me too! Hey – maybe we can be fine on our own together? I know some games we can play, or you can choose if you want.’

I sigh loudly, scrunching up my eyes. Outside, I hear the whistle from the dinner ladies again.

‘Just – just leave me alone, please,’ I say.

I pull back the curtain of branches, and I run.
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I know as soon as I burst from the cycle path onto my road after school, that the Good Morning has turned into a Bad Afternoon.

The terraced houses on my street curve down the hill into the distance. All the front doors are brown or white or grey – except ours. Ours is bright red – the same colour as my bike. Mum and I painted it last year and it’s wonderful, but it also makes it clear all the way from the corner when there’s a white note pinned to the front of it waiting for me to get back from school.

I squeeze my brakes and take as long as possible to ride the last bit to the front door, and even longer to put my bike away in the shed we built in the front garden, next to the wheelie bins. In no time at all though, there’s only the note left to read, with my name in Mum’s shaky handwriting.


Nora,

I’m sorry, pal, I’m not feeling well again. Perhaps you can go round Saffie’s for dinner?

I love you.

Mum x



I stare at the kiss next to her name and wish I could feel it on me in real life.

Saffie is one of the girls in my class that I used to play with. At the beginning, I would go to her house to give Mum space when the symptoms were bad. Saffie lives with her mum and dad in a big house and they all eat pierogi dumplings and Polskie naleśniki, which are what they call pancakes in Poland. And afterwards we’d ride our bikes up and down her road until there was no light left and it was time to go home.

I don’t really talk to Saffie any more, just like I don’t talk to anyone else in my class either. When I was at her house, I heard her whispering with her parents about my mum and asking whether she’s okay. And I started to notice that she would always let me win in races and would speak to me really quietly, like I might get a fright otherwise. And I know she was being kind, but I didn’t like it. I’m fine and Mum is fine and everything is fine. I don’t need to go to their house any more, even if Mum still thinks I do.

I open the door quietly and tiptoe into the living room. Mum has left the TV on and I wonder if maybe that was what brought on the Bad Afternoon. Sometimes it can be something someone says, or a loud noise like in the supermarket that time, or sometimes it will happen all on its own.

I turn the TV off and stand at the bottom of the stairs, listening.

Mum’s bedroom door is closed and the whole house is quiet. Once upon a time, her door was always open. She’d leave it ajar for me, so I could come in if I had a nightmare, pulling me into her bed and hugging me tight. She’d let me warm my cold feet on her hot ones and whisper in my ear.

‘You are brave, Nora. You are the strongest person I know.’

I grip the note she left for me tight and close my eyes.

I feel the cold nose sniffing at my tiger-striped socks before I see her. My ghost fox.

My stomach flips. Tiptoeing into the living room, I close the door behind her as she slips in after me and does a running jump onto the sofa.

‘You’re here,’ I whisper.

The ghost fox tucks her tail across her paws, her rainbow edges racing purple and green and red. My heartbeat sounds too loud for the quiet house, so I sit down on the other side of the cushions, staring at the light fur on her chest, the squint of her eyes and the scar stretching across her muzzle.

I put my hand out to stroke her and her ears flick back, looking for a moment like she might jump off the sofa and run away.

‘No!’ I say, louder than I should with Mum asleep upstairs. I wince, lowering my voice to a whisper. ‘Don’t leave. Can you stay with me? Please?’

The ghost fox doesn’t answer; she just stares at me and the note in my hand telling me to go to Saffie’s house.

I shake my head. ‘I’m fine here, promise. But… if you can sit with me, maybe that might be nice.’

The ghost fox tilts her head to the side and my insides feel cold and empty again, like her paws are back on my chest. She doesn’t leave though. I put on some cartoons with the subtitles on and the sound off and she watches them with me. I do my homework at the table, and she curls up at my feet. And when my stomach rumbles, she follows me into the kitchen as I follow the instructions to heat up a microwave lasagne, even though Mum doesn’t really like me cooking dinner on my own. I’m getting good at it now though.

I stop the microwave before it pings and put the lasagne onto three plates – one for me, one for Mum, and one for the ghost fox, who sneezes when she sniffs it. And then I write Mum a note, tucking it carefully under the plate and leaving it outside her bedroom door, for when her sadness lets her go for long enough to remember that she’s hungry.


Mum,

I love you, too.

Nora x



I keep expecting the ghost fox to disappear on me again, but she doesn’t. She stays all through my dinner, even though she doesn’t eat any of her own – maybe because ghost foxes don’t need to eat. And when I go to bed, she curls up on the carpet of my room.

‘Thank you for staying with me,’ I whisper.

Her yellow eyes stare at me like she sees into that cold place in my chest where I feel alone, even though I’m fine. I chose it to be this way, after all. I reach my hand out again from my bed towards her and, this time, she leans forward very slightly to push her cold-nothing forehead once into my palm.
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