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The Paper Girl is here again. 

She stands in the centre of my bedroom, staring 

right at me. I ought to be afraid, but I never feel 

scared of her. Nor do I ever question how she got 

into my house in the middle of the night. Instead I 

stare at her beautiful face, completely 

mesemerised. Her eyes are blank, like a statue. 

Long strands of paper hair flow down her back – 

not white, but cream-coloured, like the kind of 

paper you get in novels. Why does she keep 

appearing? I sense she wants to tell me something, 

but what? 

She reaches out a hand towards me. I have an 

overpowering urge to touch her face. 

‘Gabriel! Your breakfast is getting cold!’ 

My mother’s voice booms up from the kitchen, 

ripping me out of the dream and into the dull 
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morning. I really should stop hitting the snooze 

button on the alarm clock. 

I hurriedly throw on the trousers, shirt, and tie I am 

supposed to wear for Saturday outreach. Ties are 

so uncomfortable. I’ve always hated them and it 

seems particularly unfair that I should have to 

wear them outside of school. I’ve tried reasoning 

with my mother, saying I can hand out 

Watchtower literature in the village square without 

wearing a tie, but she insists Jehovah’s Witnesses 

should look smart. 

I rush downstairs as my mother shoots me her 

menacing ‘You’re late’ stare that used to be much 

more effective when I was younger. Her six-foot 

height and stern face add to the effect, but these 

days I find her less intimidating. 

My mother indicates a plate of scrambled egg and 

toast on one side of the table. I sit down, staring 
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around the cramped, spare kitchen that has always 

been my home. I fantasise about telling her I’m 

sick of spending Saturdays trying to harass 

passers-by into conversion. Mother says I’ll go to 

hell if I don’t put effort into getting people saved, 

but her guilt trips have also been less effective in 

recent months. 

‘We’d best wrap up warm,’ she says. ‘It snowed 

last night.’ 

‘A white Christmas,’ I mutter. 

‘What did you say?’ 

The sharp edge in her voice is a familiar warning, 

but I recklessly disregard it. 

‘Nothing… Just that it doesn’t often snow at 

Christmas.’ 

‘It’s not Christmas for another ten days and pagan 

festivals are nothing to do with us, so there’s no 

need to reference them.’ 
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‘I’m just saying.’ 

‘Well, don’t just say. Get on with your breakfast 

so we can get out there and do the Lord’s work.’ 

I shovel the toast into my mouth irritably. I hate 

this time of year. All the trees, decorations, 

glittering lights… They feel like a parallel world 

of paradise I can never enter. I’ve been brought up 

to believe that those who celebrate Christmas are 

deceived and sinful, but a part of me has never 

quite believed it. 

My father used to send me Christmas cards before 

he died. I would keep watch on the letterbox, 

checking the post first thing in the mornings to see 

if one arrived. I suspect he did it partly to 

antagonise my mother after she left him, but the 

messages inside the cards were always deep and 

heartfelt. I know my father loved me, and no 

matter how much my mother went on about how 
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he was an unrepentant sinner from whom she had 

to disfellowship, a part of me longed to live with 

him instead. 

Sometimes my mother would find the Christmas 

cards first and destroy them before I got a chance 

to read them. But occasionally I managed to 

intercept one. On these occasions, I would rush 

back upstairs and hide the cards beneath a loose 

floorboard in my bedroom, underneath a part of 

the carpet in the corner of the room that peeled 

back. 

I hide a lot of contraband here these days, not just 

old Christmas cards from my father. I’ve written 

diaries, poems, streams of consciousness, and 

various other things I know my mother would 

disapprove of. She doesn’t think we should 

question the will of God, but I can’t help it. Does 
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God really disapprove of Christmas? Why doesn’t 

he want us to have fun? 

Shortly after breakfast, I put on a woolly hat, scarf 

and gloves, as well as my thick coat. Bibles and 

literature in hand, my mother and I leave the 

house. We trudge along our lane of semi-detached 

houses at the edge of the village, before reaching 

the main road. 

 

I trip on a lace. 

‘Just a minute…’ 

I pause to kneel and retie my boots. Having done 

that, I look up beyond the outskirts of the village at 

the surrounding bleak landscape, staring at the 

jutting rocks and tors amid the snow-covered 

slopes. I imagine the Paper Girl standing there, 

blending into the hills of Dartmoor, watching me. 
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A strange longing rises within me that I cannot 

understand. 

‘Come on, Gabriel!’ 

‘Sorry. Miles away…’ 

We turn right and make the ten-minute walk to the 

centre of Chimney. There we take up our usual 

place on the pavement at the three-way road 

intersection, around the triangle of grass with the 

war memorial. The typical Saturday morning 

figures walk in and out of local shops, and I groan 

inwardly at the thought of yet again trying to 

persuade them to join our Kingdom Hall meetings 

in Plymouth. 

Icy air blasts my face as I tug the hat over my ears 

and adjust my scarf. I clutch the stack of 

Watchtower leaflets and stand next to my mother, 

ready to pass them out. At first, we get the usual 

smattering of polite no-thank-yous and a few 
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rather more aggressive refusals. Presently my 

mother gets entangled with Brian Matthews, the 

local butcher. 

‘Freya, I do wish your lot wouldn’t always stand 

outside my shop passing out leaflets,’ Brian says. 

‘You put off my customers.’ 

‘We aren’t directly outside your shop, Brian,’ my 

mother replies, ‘and we have just as much right to 

the pavement as they do.’ 

‘You’re a bloody nuisance, is what you are. How 

many times have you stood there, trying to convert 

people? No one here is interested Freya.’ 

‘What about you, Brian? Have you read the Bible 

at all?’ 

‘Not all of it. And not your Jehovah’s Witness 

version of it. But I’m not interested. I just want 

you to leave my customers alone. They aren’t 

interested either.’ 
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Whilst my mother debates with Brian, I glance 

across the street and catch sight of a girl I 

recognise from school. 

Clio Mills. 

I’ve often wanted to speak to Clio. She has a kind 

face, but is really quiet and keeps to herself. She’s 

always got her nose in a book and I don’t like to 

interrupt. Besides, I’m worried I’d get teased by 

other people in my class if I tried to talk to her. 

People at school can be so idiotic. 

Clio goes into the newsagent and I see her at the 

counter buying a magazine and a packet of sweets. 

Then she leaves the shop and pauses outside, 

tucking a curious leather book into one of her 

pockets and putting a sweet in her mouth. She 

sucks on it, parting the curtain of hair that covers 

much of her face, and glances across to where I 

stand. 
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Our eyes meet. 

Suddenly I feel very foolish, standing here in the 

freezing snow with my wad of Watchtower 

leaflets. I don’t want Clio to see me. I try to hide 

my religious background at school as much as 

possible, but several people are aware of it now 

because I don’t celebrate birthdays, Christmas, or 

much else that’s fun. There are endless films and 

television programmes that I’m not allowed to 

watch, books I’m not allowed to read, music I’m 

not allowed to listen to, and so on, all of which 

makes me the object of ridicule at times. 

I wonder sadly what Clio will make of me, now 

she’s seen me trying to pass out Jehovah’s Witness 

literature at the centre of Chimney on a Saturday 

morning. Is her kindness only skin deep? Will she 

be like the others at school and laugh? I 

desperately want to go across the road and talk to 
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her, but my throat is dry. Still our eyes remain 

locked onto one another. I wonder what she could 

be thinking. 

The moment passes. Clio walks away. Brian gives 

up trying to persuade my mother to move and we 

continue to hand out leaflets for the remainder of 

the morning. 

After returning home for a brief austere lunch, my 

mother and I head out again. This time going from 

door to door, yet again harassing the residents of 

Chimney, trying to persuade them to attend our 

Sunday service at Kingdom Hall in Plymouth. As 

usual, pickings are slim. We get into theological 

conversations with a few people, but most of the 

time doors are slammed in our faces. It’s deeply 

dispiriting and to my mind a complete waste of 

time, but my mother insists we will not earn our 
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salvation without doing this service to God on a 

regular basis. 

Eventually we knock on a door a few streets down 

from where we live, in a road we haven’t visited 

often. The door is answered by an irritable man in 

a suit who takes one look at us and grimaces. 

‘Let me guess: Jehovah’s Witnesses?’ 

My mother puts on her special religious smile. 

‘Would you be interested in reading our 

literature?’ 

‘You can’t be saved if you’ve had a blood 

transfusion, right? We’ve all had blood 

transfusions in this family. Now bugger off.’ 

The man is about to close the door. At that precise 

moment, a figure appears on a staircase behind 

him. A teenage girl. 

Clio Mills. 

Damn. 
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Obviously, this is her house and presumably my 

mother is talking to her father. I shuffle hurriedly 

to one side, trying to get out of sight, but it’s too 

late. Our eyes lock and Clio begins to smile. 

I feel mortified. 

*** 

The following day at the Sunday meeting in 

Kingdom Hall, I can’t focus on what the preacher, 

Edwin Small, is saying. Edwin is an overweight, 

bulging, balding figure in a cheap grey suit. He has 

been a leader in the Plymouth Jehovah’s Witness 

community for as long as I can remember, and the 

tone of his sermons has always been very severe. I 

used to be scared by them and often had 

nightmares about burning in hell for not 

evangelising to enough people. But recently I find 

him an absurd, almost comical figure. The flecks 

of spittle that fly from his mouth always amuse 
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me, though probably less so those sitting on the 

front row in the congregation. 

‘At this time of year, we see again the deception so 

many in the west fall for, regarding Christmas. 

Christians believe they celebrate the birth of Jesus, 

when in fact they celebrate a pagan festival. We 

often are called killjoys for not celebrating 

Christmas, but Jesus did not command that we 

celebrate his birthday, or indeed anyone’s. 

Furthermore, this isn’t just a Biblical oversight, 

since the only recorded birthdays in the Bible are 

both celebrated in a negative light. Birthday 

celebrations are pagan, and the festivals of 

Christmas and Easter do not celebrate Christ, but 

paganism.’ 

I try not to roll my eyes. For a long time, I’ve 

failed to understand the logic behind the standard 

Jehovah’s Witness objection to celebrating 
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birthdays and Christmas. A birthday or celebration 

of Christmas is surely only a pagan ritual if you 

include a pagan ritual within it. The last time I 

checked, when my friends had a birthday or 

celebrated Christmas, they didn’t participate in any 

such rituals. 

My mind drifts back to Clio, knowing that 

tomorrow I’ll have to face her at school. Will she 

have told anyone about our awkward encounters 

over the weekend? No words were spoken 

between us, but I can still almost feel her gaze. I 

can still see her smile. I want to believe she is 

kind, but bitter experience has taught me not to 

expect too much of people. 

‘Some of our children get upset, when we tell them 

they can’t celebrate birthdays or Christmas,’ 

Edwin continues. ‘But our children receive 

unexpected presents at all times of the year. I 
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know there are many here who testify to the 

sudden delight of receiving a present for no reason 

other than the fact that someone wanted to bless 

them. Surely this is more the way Christ would 

have us live? 

‘In the same way, some of our teenagers get upset 

when they are told they cannot celebrate Christmas 

by attending Christmas parties or the like. They 

are upset when we tell them not to associate with 

those who would practice pagan customs. But this 

is for their own good, to save their souls. Which is 

preferable? Temporary upset in this world? Or to 

suffer the fires of everlasting damnation? 

Teenagers, if your parents tell you you ought not 

associate with this or that person, it is for your 

own good.’ 
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Edwin’s eyes have come to rest on me. I gaze back 

innocently, hopefully in a way that conceals my 

inner defiance. 

‘It is for your own good.’ 

*** 

 

During school the next day, I brace myself for a 

possible barrage of jokes about my Jehovah’s 

Witness activities over the weekend. However, no 

such jokes are forthcoming. It seems Clio really 

did keep what she saw to herself. I resolve that I 

will talk to her in the canteen at lunch, if I can find 

her. If nothing else, I want to thank her for her 

discretion. 

At lunch, as usual Clio is sitting by herself, 

reading a book about Greek legends. On the table 

nearby lies a journal with a leather cover embossed 



pg. 20 

 

with curious runes. I wonder if it is the same book 

she had when I saw her on Saturday. 

I feel a strange sensation in my stomach, as if I’m 

nauseous, but I definitely want to talk to her, 

despite the fact that I’ll be interrupting her reading. 

I walk across to her, open my mouth, and take the 

plunge. 

‘Do you mind if I sit here?’ 

Clio looks astonished. 

‘I’m just looking for someone to have lunch with. 

But no problem, if you’d rather be alone.’ 

‘No. Sit down. Please.’ 

Clio closes her book on Greek legends. 

‘I’m Gabriel.’ 

‘I know.’ 

Clio picks up a half-eaten sandwich and takes a 

bite. 

‘You like Greek mythology?’ I ask. 
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‘I love it.’ 

‘I do too, secretly.’ 

‘Secretly?’ 

‘I’m not allowed to read them. You already know 

about my religious background, right? My mother 

doesn’t like me to read anything she considers 

pagan, and to her, Greek mythology is pagan.’ 

For a moment we sit in awkward silence, eating 

our sandwiches. Then I break the silence. 

‘Thanks for not saying anything to anyone, about 

me and my mother over the weekend. It’s really 

embarrassing having to hand out leaflets like that.’ 

Clio smiles. ‘You looked cold. I felt sorry for you.’ 

‘Yeah… It’s not that bad I suppose. I’ve had to do 

it all my life, most Saturdays.’ 

‘What about the Saturdays when you don’t do it?’ 

‘We do take some Saturdays off. But my mother… 

She always feels really bad about it, like it might 
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cost us our place in heaven or something. I bet that 

sounds really stupid to you.’ 

‘Well, my Mum makes me do all kinds of things I 

don’t want to do.’ 

‘Not like this,’ I mutter. 

‘How about we meet up on a Saturday when you 

aren’t handing out leaflets? We could go to the 

cinema together, or something. You’re allowed to 

go to the cinema, right?’ 

The invitation comes out of the blue. I am at a loss 

for words. Clio looks amused and smiles. 

‘It’s alright. You can breathe.’ 

‘Are you serious?’ 

‘Of course, I’m serious. You seem nice and I’ve 

often wondered about you anyway. Most people 

here are idiots, but you seem… different.’ 
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‘My mother is pretty strict on what I’m allowed to 

watch but… I reckon we could go and see 

something, yeah.’ 

‘What kind of films do you like?’ 

‘Fact based films about astronauts, like The Right 

Stuff, Apollo 13 or First Man.’ 

Clio laughs. ‘That’s very specific.’ 

‘I always wanted to be an astronaut. Actually, I 

like all kinds of films, but most of the films I like, 

my mother thinks are sinful.’ 

I think about how much my mother would 

disapprove of Clio. She doesn’t like me being 

close to anyone outside the congregation. 

‘Perhaps I’ll take you to see a sinful film,’ Clio 

says. 

She raises an eyebrow and laughs. I like her laugh. 

It has a captivating, almost musical tone. Our eyes 

meet again and there’s an odd moment where we 
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stare at one another in complete silence for about 

ten seconds. I didn’t realise how long ten seconds 

could be. I also get that strange feeling of being 

sick again, and I don’t really want to finish my 

lunch. What’s wrong with me? 

We chat for a little longer about school, teachers 

we don’t like, and how much we’re dreading our 

maths exams. The time seems to fly and before I 

know it, it’s time to head to our separate classes. 

As we stand, Clio accidentally knocks her journal 

onto the floor. It lands with the pages open. I 

swoop down to pick it up, and manage to cut my 

finger on the edge of one of the pages. 

‘Ouch…’ 

I hand the journal back to Clio. She examines the 

small bloodstain at the edge of the page, her eyes 

widening with an expression between curiosity and 

apprehension. 
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‘Sorry about that,’ I mutter, sucking my finger. 

Clio stares at the droplet of blood on the page, 

slowing seeping into the paper. She runs her 

fingers along the strange runes on the leather cover 

of the journal and eventually she smiles. 

‘Are you on Facebook at all?’ 

‘No. I’m not allowed to be on any social media, 

but I don’t like to admit this to others.’ 

‘Do you have a mobile?’ 

‘Er… no.’ 

My mother insists I don’t need a mobile phone 

because they are full of time-wasting and sinful 

temptations. Normally when I tell people I don’t 

have a phone, I get laughed at. But Clio just looks 

sympathetic. 

‘Alright. I’ll stick to school email accounts for 

now. You have one of those, right?’ 

I nod. 
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‘Cool. See you around, Gabriel.’ 

*** 

That night I dream of the Paper Girl again. I sit up 

in bed, thinking I’ve woken up. I see her standing 

in the middle of my room, staring at me. 

‘Who are you?’ 

No response. 

‘What do you want?’ 

The Paper Girl walks towards me, getting a little 

closer than before. I reach out to her, desperately 

wanting to make contact. She reaches out to me. 

Our fingers are tantalisingly close… 

I wake up. 

The frustration is greater than before. We were so 

near to making contact. 

Thick snow lies on the moors outside. I wonder if 

school will be closed today, but I doubt it. Thicker 

snow generally falls higher up, in places like 
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Chimney, but where my school is, lower down on 

the outskirts of Plymouth, the snow tends to be a 

lot thinner or non-existent. 

I consider going back to sleep, but the alarm is 

going to go off in a few minutes, so I get up and 

take a shower. It’s only after I finish washing my 

hair that I notice what has happened to the tip of 

the forefinger on my right hand. 

It’s made of paper. 

I stare at my finger in disbelief. The paper is 

soaking wet, but it doesn’t seem to peel away like 

normal paper would. The paper seems to gradually 

blend into the flesh, skin and bone of the rest of 

my finger, but it is most like paper around that 

papercut from Clio’s journal. 

I get out of the shower and dry myself, all the 

while examining my finger and wondering if the 

paper will suddenly peel away. But the paper 
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fingertip seems to dry just as easily as the rest of 

my body. 

What is happening to me? 

I keep staring at the fingertip, wondering what 

could possibly have caused this peculiar 

mutation... Poisoned paper, dream infection, 

hallucination, magic spells…  

Magic spells? 

No, that’s impossible. 

I stare at my finger. Is this because of my dreams 

about the Paper Girl? Am I seeing things? Am I 

still dreaming? I pinch myself. It’s no good. I’m 

definitely awake. 

How am I going to conceal this? Perhaps I could 

wear gloves, but the teachers will ask me to take 

them off. Heck, my mother will tell me to take 

them off at the breakfast table. I suppose I could 



pg. 29 

 

hold my right hand in a fist to try and keep my 

fingertip hidden, but eventually someone will see... 

I brush my teeth, get dressed, and head downstairs 

to breakfast. I have no idea what my mother will 

say. Perhaps she’ll think I’m demon possessed and 

take me to Edwin Small for an exorcism. 

To my astonishment, my mother doesn’t seem to 

notice my paper fingertip, even though it is clearly 

visible on several occasions, despite my attempts 

to conceal it. 

‘School is still open today,’ she says. ‘The snow 

never seems to get thick enough lower down to 

force a closure.’ 

‘At least it’s the holidays soon,’ I mutter, relieved 

at her apparent obliviousness to my paper 

mutation. 

My mother nods, perhaps in approval that I didn’t 

refer to the holidays as Christmas holidays. We eat 
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breakfast in silence for a couple of minutes, before 

she pipes up again. 

‘You’re very quiet today.’ 

Something about her tone alarms me. It contains 

an edge of suspicion. I take my hand out of sight. 

‘I’m just tired,’ I say. ‘Lots of strange dreams.’ 

‘What about?’ 

‘Oh… nothing, just weird stuff.’ 

Seized by a reckless urge, I withdraw my right 

hand from under the table and place my paper 

fingertip in plain sight. 

‘Do I look normal to you?’ 

‘What are you talking about? Of course you look 

normal.’ 

‘Are you sure?’ 

My mother sighs. ‘Gabriel, we’ve talked about 

this. At your age, your body goes through… Well, 
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changes. Perhaps there will be days where you feel 

a bit strange, and…’ 

‘You really can’t see anything wrong with me?’ 

She looks me up and down, peers at my face, and 

nods slowly. ‘I can get something for the spots if 

you like, but they are barely noticeable, I promise.’ 

I stare at her somewhat incredulous. She can’t see 

my paper fingertip, despite the fact that she looked 

right at it. Perhaps I really am hallucinating. Or 

maybe I’m going mad. 

‘I’d better get going,’ I mutter, wondering if 

anyone else will be able to see my paper fingertip. 

Surely someone at school will notice. 

I pack my rucksack, leave the house, and make my 

way to the bus stop at the end of the lane by the 

main road. The snow is thicker than ever and I find 

myself shivering, despite my thick coat, hat, scarf 

and gloves. Again, my eyes are drawn to the 



pg. 32 

 

moors and I imagine the Paper Girl standing in the 

distance, watching. Is she laughing at me or is she 

sympathetic? 

Once the bus arrives, I deliberately take my gloves 

off as I sit down. None of my fellow passengers or 

classmates seems to notice my paper fingertip. 

Except now, it is no longer merely a fingertip. 

Now my entire forefinger is made of paper. 

I begin to inwardly panic at the thought of this 

apparently fast-spreading hallucinogenic infection. 

But I can’t believe it’s real. I must be insane. Or 

dreaming. My stomach churns with dread. What’s 

wrong with me? 

Throughout classes that morning, I am distracted 

and unfocussed. All I can think about is what is 

happening to my finger. Every time I glance down 

at it, the paper seems to have spread. By end of the 

morning, it isn’t just my finger made of paper, but 
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most of my right hand. Yet still no one has noticed 

or remarked on it in any way. 

I’d like to confide in Clio because of the paper cut 

I received from her journal, but at lunch time, I 

can’t find her in the canteen. I don’t see her that 

afternoon either, as she isn’t in any of my classes. 

Perhaps she’s off sick. 

Just before the end of the school day, I go to the 

toilet and hide in a cubicle to check on how much 

of me has transformed. To my horror, my entire 

right arm and a part of the right side of my chest is 

now made of paper. I’m starting to think I should 

find a doctor… or a psychiatrist. I refuse to believe 

I’ve gone insane, yet something is happening to 

me that no one else can see and I have absolutely 

no explanation, other than it appears to have 

started when I got a paper cut. 
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I don’t go straight home after school, like I usually 

do. Instead, I head into Plymouth and wander 

around the Christmas market. Coloured lights and 

lanterns line the streets, and there are stalls selling 

music, books, paintings, stationary, toys, and all 

kinds of food and drink. Delicious smells waft 

through the icy air. I want to soak up the 

atmosphere, but feel like an outsider looking in, 

separated from the festivities. Crossing over to 

participate in them would be like entering a fairy 

tale. I have always wanted to, but every Christmas 

I feel this same alienation. 

After I feel I have indulged in escapism long 

enough, I get on the bus and head back to 

Chimney. By the time I get home, I feel quite 

depressed. The paper infection has reached my 

neck and the lower part of my face, yet my mother 

remains quite oblivious to it. We eat dinner in 
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silence, punctuated by occasional anecdotes of 

frustration from my mother, telling stories of her 

unfair boss at the bank where she works. 

At bedtime, just before I turn the light off, I look 

in the mirror again. Most of my body is now paper 

and once I am asleep, I suspect the process will 

complete itself. I can’t help feeling like I’m in one 

of those David Cronenberg horror films I secretly 

watch when my mother is out. Is this all a 

hallucination or is some strange magic working its 

way through my body? 

I expect to lie awake for hours, worry gnawing at 

my mind, but I fall asleep quite quickly. Perhaps I 

am tired due to recent anxiety. It isn’t every day 

that you mutate into a paper person. 

Later that night, I snap awake with a start. Except, 

I can’t be awake because the Paper Girl is standing 

in the middle of my bedroom. I look down at my 
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arms and as I suspected, the process of mutation is 

now complete. Like her, I am now made entirely 

of paper. Does this mean we will finally be able to 

make contact? 

For a moment, I consider not reaching out to her. 

What would happen if I remained exactly where I 

was? I sit up in bed, my eyes fixed on the curious 

Paper Girl, almost daring her to move forward. 

The Paper Girl takes a step towards my bed. I feel 

a great urge to touch her, but I force myself to 

remain calm. I keep my arms at my sides. 

I stare at the face of the Paper Girl. I wish I could 

see what was going on in her head, but her statue-

like eyes are utterly blank. She pauses as we look 

at one another. Her head tilts to one side, almost 

quizzically. I get the sense she is scrutinising me. 

Perhaps she is wondering why I haven’t made my 

usual attempts to touch her. 
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The urge to reach out to her becomes 

overwhelming. I don’t know if the Paper Girl has 

the power to make me do this or whether I am 

responding to my own desire, but I extend my 

right arm towards her. My fingers strain, 

desperately wanting to touch her face. 

The Paper Girl moves forward. One step. Then 

another. And another… Little by little she crosses 

the floor of my bedroom, eventually reaching my 

bedside. Moonlight shines through my window, 

illuminating her paper figure. I stare at her in 

wonder, finding this Paper Girl beautiful, even 

though her face remains blank and impassive. 

My fingers are almost at her face. This is where I 

usually wake up, but this time I am made of paper, 

so perhaps things will be different. I keep straining 

my hand towards her until… My fingers brush her 

cheek. 



pg. 38 

 

I’m still dreaming. 

My heart pounds. What will happen next? My 

dreams have always ended before this point, yet 

now my paper fingers are touching the face of the 

Paper Girl. She smiles. Is that a good thing or a 

bad thing? Why does her skin – I mean paper – 

feel warm? Why is her head starting to glow? 

What happens next gives me such a shock that I 

almost leap back from the Paper Girl. Black 

writing like calligraphy appears on her forehead. 

I am Clio. 

My mind buzzes. How is this even possible? It 

makes no sense. Then I remember I am dreaming. 

Of course it doesn’t make sense. I expect to wake 

up any second. 

Except, I don’t wake up. 

I keep staring at the Paper Girl, or Clio, or 

whoever it is, my hand still touching her face. As I 
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remain there, the words disappear, and new 

writing appears on her forehead. 

The paper cut did this. 

I’m astonished. How could cutting myself on 

Clio’s journal make this possible? I visualise the 

incident in my mind; cutting my finger, those odd 

leather runes on the journal… Was it a magic 

book? 

‘I don’t understand,’ I say. 

More text appears on Clio’s face. 

You don’t have to understand. 

‘Is this my dream or yours?’ 

Yours, but I found a way into it. 

‘Let me guess. Your magic journal?’ 

Clio nods. I’ve been trying to contact you in your 

dreams for ages, ever since I first noticed you at 

school. When you cut yourself, it became possible. 

‘So, right now… We’re having the same dream?’ 
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Yes. 

‘But what have you done to me? I’ve turned into a 

paper person, but only I can see it. And how come 

I can talk, but you can only communicate when I 

touch you? It doesn’t make any sense…’ 

Clio puts a finger to her lips. 

Does it really matter? 

‘I suppose not. But will I be a paper person 

forever?’ 

Not if you don’t want to be. But now we’re in the 

same dream together. Are you sure you want to 

leave it? I’ve created some special places for you. 

I take my hand away from Clio’s cheek. The light 

immediately disappears from her face and she 

seems like a statue once more. She gestures for me 

to touch her again, so I return my fingers to her 

cheek. Once again, her face lights up, and writing 

appears on her forehead. 
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I think this is the only way we can talk to each 

other. 

I nod. ‘OK. I have to touch you and then the 

writing appears?’ 

Clio smiles. I stare at her, beginning to see a 

resemblance, but only when I touch her face and 

the glow is present. It is as if her soul inhabits the 

Paper Girl when I make contact. 

Clio takes her hand in mine and sits next to me on 

the bed. 

‘Why did you want to contact me in my dreams?’ I 

ask. 

Because contacting you in the real world seemed 

impossible and too scary. 

‘But why did you want to contact me at all?’ 

You have a kind face. 

I laugh. ‘I thought the same thing about you.’ 
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My stomach begins to do somersaults. I want to 

leap for joy and I can feel myself beaming like an 

idiot. But I don’t feel embarrassed at all. I sit in 

numb silence, staring into Clio’s eyes. I want to 

kiss her, but I don’t dare risk it. 

‘Why did you think it would be scary to talk to me 

in the real world?’ 

I got a twisty-turny feeling in my stomach 

whenever I approached you, so I decided to try 

and contact you this way instead. If I said 

something stupid, you would just end up thinking it 

was all your dream after all. 

‘But I’d know that wasn’t true.’ 

Would you? What proof have you got that we are 

really sharing a dream, other than my word? 

‘Good point.’ 
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I suggest you just enjoy the dreams I’ve got 

prepared for you, even if you don’t think I’m really 

here. 

‘Sounds like a good idea.’ 

I need to warn you about one thing. 

‘What’s that?’ 

You won’t be able to lie. It’s one of the rules I’ve 

set up for my dream. I can’t lie either. 

I laugh nervously. ‘How is that possible?’ 

Who knows? You were the one who said the 

journal was magical. 

‘Let’s put it to the test then. Ask me a question I 

would want to lie about. Ask me… Ask me if I’ve 

ever stolen anything?’ 

Have you ever stolen anything? 

‘Two packets of fruit pastels from a supermarket 

when I was ten. I felt so bad I went back the next 

day and secretly left the money by the till.’ 
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The words are out of my mouth before I even tried 

not to lie. I stare at Clio, astonished and also 

afraid. What if she asks any other questions I don’t 

want to tell the truth about? What if she asks me if 

I love her? 

You see? 

‘Yes. Please be careful what you ask.’ 

Clio beams and indicates with her head that I 

should look to my left. 

I gasp. 

My bed now stands on a snowy ridge overlooking 

hills covered in pine forests. A river can be seen 

snaking its way through the valley below, 

eventually becoming a lake some miles in the 

distance. Dark, forbidding mountains loom beyond 

this lake amid grey skies. 

‘Where are we?’ I ask. 
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Clio tightens her grip and fresh words appear on 

her face. 

Norway, I think. This is based on a postcard I saw 

from when my parents visited Norway years ago. 

I look at our surroundings, surprised that I don’t 

feel cold. Then again, this is a dream. There is a 

strange magic in this place. Colours are brighter, 

from the blue/green pine needles of the spruces to 

the glittering snow, which seems to sparkle more 

than usual. 

‘It’s beautiful here,’ I remark. 

Clio nods. Words appear on her face. 

It feels Christmassy. 

‘Is that why we’re here? To celebrate Christmas?’ 

Clio nods again. I thought you might like to for a 

change. 
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‘I’ve always wanted to, but my mother says it’s a 

sin to celebrate Christmas because it’s pagan. She 

says it’s an abomination to God.’ 

And what do you think? 

I think for a moment, before replying. ‘I think God 

is quite happy for us to celebrate Christmas, 

especially the way Christians do, because we’re 

celebrating the birth of Jesus Christ, even if the 

origins of the festival are pagan.’ 

Clio smiles. We stand and take in our spectacular 

surroundings. The peaceful silence is broken only 

by the occasional twitter of distant starlings. 

‘Shall we go into the woods?’ I ask presently. 

Clio nods and smiles. You’ll need some warmer 

clothes. 

To my surprise, my bed clothes are instantly 

replaced by a thick coat, hat, scarf, gloves, trousers 



pg. 47 

 

and boots - all made of paper, yet as warm as if 

they were wool. 

We’re going to find a log cabin. Once there, we’re 

going to celebrate Christmas a little bit. 

‘Alright. Lead the way.’ 

We walk down the snow slopes and into the forest. 

The going is surprisingly easy, and although the 

rocky paths are covered in snow and ice, we don’t 

slip up or get cold at all. The trees sigh and 

whisper in a gentle breeze as snow begins to fall. 

For some time, we walk in companionable silence 

with only the wind and the crump of our footsteps 

in the snow making any sound. Occasionally we 

come across reindeer and whenever we do, we 

keep very still so we don’t startle them. But the 

reindeer don’t pay us any heed. The creatures of 

the forest seem quite fearless. 
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I expect us both to get wet and sodden in our paper 

form, but the snow doesn’t seem to affect either of 

us, beyond the fact we can touch it and make 

snowballs with it. She throws a snowball at me, 

which hits me full in the face. I throw one back 

and she dodges. She throws another, and the whole 

thing escalates into a proper snowball fight, 

leaving us breathless and hysterical with laughter. 

As darkness gradually falls, the clouds clear and 

the starlit skies lights up in incredible canvas of 

green, purple, and red, like watercolours painted 

on the heavens. We watch the northern lights for 

some time. Their glow illuminates the snow and 

forest, bathing it in magical waves of ethereal 

light. I have never seen the aurora borealis in real 

life, but if it is anything like this, it is amazing. 

‘I’ve always wanted to see the northern lights,’ I 

say. 
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We hold one another’s hands and keep watching. 

The moment feels sacred. 

After the northern lights disappear, we continue on 

a pleasant night walk, eventually reaching a 

clearing containing a log cabin. Smoke rises from 

the chimney and a warm orange glow emanates 

from inside. Suddenly I begin to feel very hungry. 

Clio leads the way to the door of the log cabin and 

opens it. Inside we find a roaring fireplace with 

cosy armchairs either side of it and two tall mugs 

of steaming hot chocolate topped with whipped 

cream. A Christmas tree decorated with white 

twinkling lights stands in one corner and against 

the wall by the window is a table laden with mince 

pies, Christmas cake, and a chocolate log. 

As I touch Clio again, she smiles, and more words 

appear on her forehead. 

Time for some food. 
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We sit next to the fireplace in contented silence, 

sipping our hot chocolate and helping ourselves to 

the sweet treats on the table. Everything about this 

place is perfect, like stepping into a scene from a 

Christmas card. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if a 

gang of Santa’s elves suddenly showed up at the 

entrance to the cabin and joined us. 

‘This is great,’ I say. ‘I feel like I’m in the 

Christmas market in town, except I can actually 

join in for once.’ 

Clio gets up from her chair and walks across to 

where I sit. She touches my face and as she does, 

her face lights up again with new words appearing. 

We can celebrate Christmas every night, if you 

like. All I have to do is write about what I want to 

dream in the journal. 

‘Where did you get that journal?’ 
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A strange woman sold it to me in the Christmas 

market at a stationary stall. She said it would 

make all my dreams come true. No idea who she 

was. At the time I didn’t believe her. I went back to 

find her after the journal worked the way it did, 

but her stall had disappeared. 

‘You wrote all this down, so we could dream it? 

Being in Norway, the log cabin, the hot chocolate, 

the cake, all of it?’ 

Yes. 

‘It’s a brilliant dream.’ 

It’s only the first dream. I wrote down two more. 

‘Two more? When do we go to those?’ 

Whenever you feel like it. But I don’t want to leave 

this one just yet. First, I want to ask you 

something. 

‘What do you want to know?’ 

What are you most afraid of? 
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The question is strange. A part of me wants to say 

spiders because I’ve always found the way they 

move to be terrifying, but I don’t think that’s what 

Clio is asking. She presses her fingers into mine 

and I feel like she is probing not only my mind, 

but my deepest, darkest subconscious thoughts. A 

curious feeling of despair stirs within me, as 

though a sledgehammer has been dropped into my 

stomach. The warmth and reassurance of our 

surroundings dims and seems to turn grey. Tears 

well up in my eyes and great sadness rises within 

me. The misery comes in waves, increasing, 

increasing, increasing… I want to scream out loud, 

just to make it stop. I frantically shake my head. 

‘No… No, please don’t make me say it…’ 

Clio immediately releases my hand. The 

oppressive feelings lift and colours return to my 

surroundings. I gasp and for a moment, the light 
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goes out of her face. I don’t understand what Clio 

just did, but I think she realised she was hurting 

me and didn’t want to make me reveal my darkest 

fear. 

Presently Clio takes my hand in hers again. 

I’m sorry. 

‘It’s fine, don’t worry about it.’ 

The truth is I am a little alarmed at Clio’s 

incredible powers. But then, these are her dreams. 

I am her guest. In this world, she is absolute ruler. 

I am glad she has chosen not to abuse her powers. 

Presently, I notice a trapdoor on the floor of the 

log cabin. I could swear it wasn’t there a moment 

ago. 

‘What is that?’ 

The doorway to the next dream. 

‘Shall we go through it?’ 

Of course. 
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Clio walks across to the trapdoor and lifts the 

handle, revealing a set of steps into a dark tunnel 

beneath. The entrance is mysterious and 

frightening, but I trust Clio. She isn’t going to lead 

us into a nightmare. I hope. 

I climb down the stone steps and into the darkness. 

At the foot of the steps the tunnel is pitch black. 

Clio closes the trapdoor and I can’t see my hand in 

front of my face. Then Clio takes my hand in hers 

and the glow from her face illuminates the tunnel. 

More writing appears on her face. 

Don’t worry. 

‘Are you sure you haven’t written a really scary 

dream?’ 

It’s a bit scary, but I wanted something exciting. 

‘Just as long as this tunnel isn’t filled with giant 

spiders,’ I mutter. 

Clio looks amused. 



pg. 55 

 

No giant spiders, I promise. 

I breathe a sigh of relief. 

But there is a giant. 

‘A giant? How can there be a giant in this tunnel? 

It’s only just big enough to fit a normal human.’ 

Follow me. 

Clio pulls me forward as we make our way along 

the pitch-black tunnel. The light from her face acts 

as a torch. The walls are smooth and polished with 

a matching floor. It seems clear the tunnel isn’t a 

natural rock formation but definitely man-made. I 

suppose Clio was the one who really made it. 

‘Can’t you just tell me where this leads?’ 

Be patient. You’ll discover in a minute. 

‘And you’re sure we aren’t in any danger?’ 

Not in any real danger. But I hope you aren’t as 

scared of heights as you are of spiders. 

‘Heights?’ 
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As I speak, I see a brown-orange light at the end of 

the tunnel. Curious noises echo from ahead; a kind 

of grunting and loud, muffled thuds shake the 

walls. Are we going to walk out of this tunnel and 

come face to face with this giant Clio spoke of? 

A fresh message appears on Clio’s face. 

Be careful. Don’t slip and fall. 

A few seconds later, we reach the end of the tunnel 

and I immediately understand why Clio warned 

me about heights. I can scarcely believe what I am 

seeing. We have just emerged from the nostril of a 

stone giant, teetering on the brink of his lip as he 

strides through a vast desert filled with sand dunes 

and distant cliffs of rock. I try to get my head 

around the fact that in her journal, Clio devised a 

portal to a giant’s head. Or perhaps she just put 

Norway in a giant’s head. Either way, I feel dizzy. 
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Peering down at the giant’s legs doesn’t help as 

they thud heavily, making giant strides in the sand. 

I can’t see the giant’s face, but he appears to be 

fashioned in the style of an ancient Greek warrior, 

judging by the armour, skirts, sandals and sword at 

his belt. Yet the giant himself is still made of 

stone. What inspired Clio to put a live giant Greek 

warrior statue in her dream? Then I remember her 

love of Greek legends and that I told her I secretly 

love them too. 

More text appears on Clio’s face. 

Time for some different clothes. 

My thick coat, hat, scarf, boots, and so on seem to 

dissolve into the tunic, belt, skirts and sandals of 

an ancient Greek warrior - all made of paper. I 

even have a paper sword at my side. 

‘What do we do now?’ I ask. ‘Stand here and 

admire the view?’ 
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That’s the idea. For now… 

For a moment, we stand at the edge of the giant’s 

nostril – two tiny figures staring out across the vast 

desert landscape. As I wonder where the giant is 

going, a great walled city appears on the horizon 

through a shimmering heatwave. The city is 

surrounded by horsemen and chariots, soldiers 

manning catapults, and the battlements of the city 

are filled with archers, with the gates sealed shut. 

More words appear on Clio’s face and her 

expression is gleeful. 

Cool, eh? 

‘Is that Troy?’ I ask. 

It’s nowhere in particular. I just wanted to see 

Talos attack a walled city from his point of view. 

As the giant strides towards the city, my heart 

beats faster. I have to remind myself that this is a 
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dream. It feels so much like reality and this giant is 

about to attack and kill hundreds of people. 

Talos draws his sword as he comes into range of 

the catapults. At the same time, a hail of flaming 

arrows shoots in our direction and the catapults 

release their payloads, smashing into Talos and 

shaking his body. We barely manage to hold on 

inside the giant’s nostril. 

The giant begins to stamp on the outer battalions 

protecting the city. Soldiers scatter in all directions 

like ants. It’s amazing, exhilarating, and terrifying, 

all at the same time. 

Another volley of arrows strikes Talos. He attacks 

with his sword, driving it down into the sand and 

smashing several catapults aside. One of them 

shoots up in the air and explodes in fragments all 

over Talos’s upper body. It’s enough to make me 

to lose my balance. 
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Panicked, I grab at Talos’s lip as I slide down, 

expecting to fall to the ground below. But to my 

surprise, Clio grabs my hand. She stands on 

Talos’s lip at a forty-five-degree angle, seemingly 

defying the laws of gravity whilst I dangle over the 

battle below. 

‘I suppose you wrote all this in your journal too,’ I 

say. 

Clio smiles. 

Of course. 

Despite hanging over the soldiers below, who 

continue to shoot arrows up at Talos as he attacks 

the city, my arm doesn’t get tired. Indeed, it 

suddenly occurs to me that just as the cold of the 

Norwegian forest ought to have had me shivering, 

the heat of this desert ought to have me boiling. 

Time for you to fight the giant. 

‘What? No!’ 
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Clio lets go and to my horror, I find myself falling. 

I’ve heard it said if you fall from a great height in 

a dream and hit the ground, you will die, but now I 

know that’s not true because I’ve just landed in the 

sand, unhurt. I stand up and brush myself down. 

Amid the soldiers battling Talos, I stare up at the 

giant. Clio is still standing beneath his nose at that 

strange angle. Does she really want me to fight 

him? How on earth am I supposed to defeat him? 

Then I remember I am in a dream. 

I can do whatever Clio wants me to do. 

I draw my sword and run towards Talos, yelling to 

the other soldiers. 

‘Leave him to me!’ I cry. ‘He’s mine.’ 

The soldiers step aside. I charge the giant, who 

continues to hack and slash with his sword, and 

stamp on the ground with his huge feet. I narrowly 

avoid being crushed as I advance on him and once 
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I am in range, I began to hack at his stone toes 

with my sword. 

I cause no damage at all. I don’t know what else to 

do. It’s not as if I can get any higher. I stare up at 

Clio and can see she is laughing. Doubtless I look 

very foolish. 

I laugh too. ‘You said fight him!’ I yell up to Clio. 

Talos continues to slash and stamp at me. The 

other soldiers shoot more arrows, all of which 

glance ineffectually off the stone of his body. The 

fight really is pointless. Talos is invulnerable. How 

did Jason defeat him in Jason and the Argonauts? 

I cast my mind back to the film I had secretly 

watched whilst my mother was out and suddenly 

recall there was a weakness in his ankles... 

I run around to the back of the giant and sure 

enough, there is a strange circular door vent on the 

back of his left foot. As in the film, I grab a 
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discarded spear from one of the dead soldiers and 

use it to prise open the vent. It takes surprisingly 

little effort. I’m sure in the film, Jason had a harder 

time making it open. Hot molten liquid begins to 

splurge out of the giant, draining his lifeforce. He 

lets out a peculiar growling noise as he clutches at 

his throat and the Greek warriors around him begin 

to cheer. They wave at me like I am a great hero 

from one of their legends. I feel quite pleased with 

myself. 

Suddenly everyone freezes, as though the pause 

button has been pressed on a remote control. 

I look up to Clio. She grins and leaps down from 

the giant’s nostril, landing elegantly in the sand 

beside me. 

‘Did you do this?’ I ask indicating the paused 

scene around us. 
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Clio nods. She takes my hand in hers and her face 

lights up. 

Can’t have you getting too big headed with all that 

hero praise. 

‘Oh, come on! Can’t I enjoy the moment just a 

little bit?’ 

I’ve got something better to show you. Hold on 

tight. 

To my astonishment, a pair of large paper angel 

wings suddenly shoot out from Clio’s back. She 

puts both arms around me, pulling me close. Her 

wings begin to flap and a moment later we are 

soaring above the paused imagery of the dying 

Talos about to collapse amid the soldiers next to 

the walled city. I’m utterly exhilarated and stare 

out across the desert beyond the walled city. Clio 

picks up speed as we fly higher and higher, 



pg. 65 

 

eventually rising far above the desert and up into 

the skies. 

I am lost for words as we ascend, higher and 

higher into the atmosphere. The air ought to be 

thinner at this altitude, but I am still breathing 

quite normally. It also ought to be colder, but I feel 

warmth emanating from Clio. She smiles at me 

and more words appear on her face. 

Ready for something really amazing? 

To my astonishment, we leave the Earth’s 

atmosphere and fly into space. I stare down at the 

Earth beneath us, glowing blue and white, with the 

sun rising behind it. Clio halts and we just float 

there, orbiting the Earth. The sheer vastness of 

space is utterly overwhelming and I wonder if all 

astronauts experience this almost frightening awe. 

Despite my knowledge this is a dream and there is 

no way I would be breathing if I were really flying 
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through space, I almost panic about whether I can 

return to Earth. But I force myself to calm down as 

Clio grips my hand. 

‘That is quite a view,’ I manage to say. 

Clio’s face glows and new words appear. You 

always wanted to go to space, right? 

‘Is that what these dreams are about? Things I 

always wanted to do? Celebrate Christmas, be in a 

Greek legend, fly to space…’ 

They aren’t just about what you’ve always wanted.  

‘What have you always wanted?’ 

To fall in love. 

The glow from her face is brighter as these words 

appear, and her eyes seem alive, even though they 

have a statue-like surface. Clio puts her arms 

around me and draws me to her. Our lips meet and 

my stomach does a somersault. I expect her lips to 

feel papery and rough, but they feel warm, like I 
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am kissing human skin. I close my eyes and 

experience a moment of pure ecstatic bliss. I have 

never kissed a girl before. Not like this… 

Presently Clio pulls away, grinning. She flaps her 

wings and we pick up speed again, moving away 

from the Earth. The planet recedes beneath as we 

fly away from it up into the stars. Not that I can 

tell what is up or down anymore. 

Glittering stars and asteroids blur in the heavens as 

we pass the moon, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn… We 

move faster and faster until our speed is ridiculous. 

We leave the solar system and enter unknown 

space filled with colourful planets, stars, moons, 

and nebulae. The sheer beauty of the planetary 

rings, space dust, and galactic lights makes me 

want to cry. 
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Presently Clio approaches a dark, rocky planet and 

slows down. We hover briefly in orbit around this 

strange bleak world as Clio frowns. 

I didn’t write about this place in the journal. 

‘Shall we go down and take a look?’ 

Clio nods. We soar down towards the desolate, 

dismal planet. It appears to have an entirely 

lifeless terrain, filled with nothing but cliffs and 

craters. I feel more uneasy the lower we get and by 

the time we set foot on the ground in a shadowy 

valley with forbidding cliffs, I am genuinely 

alarmed. 

‘There’s something wrong here,’ I say. ‘Clio, 

what’s going on?’ 

Clio says nothing but frowns at her surroundings, 

peering this way and that. Eventually she points 

towards a narrow gully surrounded by tall sheer 
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cliffs on either side. She takes my hand and her 

face glows once again. 

There’s something ahead, that way. 

‘How do you know?’ 

This is my dream. I just know. 

‘Did you put it there?’ 

No.... I think you did. 

This answer sends a shiver down my spine. How 

could I have put it there? Has my subconscious 

infiltrated Clio’s dreamscape? I feel afraid, almost 

guilty. A sudden fear of discovery grips me. 

Nonetheless, I move forward with Clio at my side. 

After all, it can’t hurt. It’s foolish to be afraid. This 

is just a dream, after all. 

We approach the tall cliffs and pass between the 

gully. As we do, I look up at the silent stars. There 

is something desperately lonely about this remote 

planet. I feel the same isolation and sadness that I 
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feel on Saturdays when I have to hand out 

Watchtower leaflets or at Christmas when 

everyone else is celebrating and I’m not. 

Our path takes us around a corner to a less narrow 

area. Clio grips my hand as we catch sight of a red 

brick building with a pitched roof resembling a 

modern church, standing alone beneath the cliffs. 

We walk towards it and as it comes into sharper 

focus, I see it isn’t a church but a Jehovah’s 

Witness Kingdom Hall. 

Words appear on Clio’s face. Why is this here? 

‘I don’t know, but I’m scared of it.’ 

I think you should go inside and confront whatever 

is there. 

I shake my head. ‘I might be brave enough to fight 

Talos, but I’m not brave enough for this.’ 

I think it is important you go in. 
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I feel afraid, but Clio is determined. She grips my 

hand and leads me to the entrance. We push open 

the double doors, pass through a lobby area, and 

enter the main hall. I glance at our surroundings - 

wooden chairs either side of an aisle leading to a 

pulpit at the far end. It is exactly like the Kingdom 

Hall I attend every Sunday. 

Standing behind the pulpit are the last two people I 

want to see. 

Edwin Small and my mother. 

For a moment, there is silence and their eyes dart 

between Clio and I. My mother gasps when she 

sees we are holding hands. 

‘I’m very disappointed in you, Gabriel,’ my 

mother says. ‘You know we can’t approve a 

relationship with a non-believer.’ 

‘You risk being disfellowshipped,’ Edwin says. 

‘Indeed, you risk your very salvation. You know 
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what it means to be disfellowshipped. Your own 

mother will not be able to speak to you, eat with 

you, care for you… You will be dead to her.’ 

For a split-second I feel intimidated. Then I 

remember this is a dream. I can say what I like to 

these people without consequence. I grip Clio’s 

hand and stare defiantly at Edwin and my mother. 

Continuing to hold her like this is a gesture of 

open rebellion. 

‘Leave that girl alone,’ my mother hisses. Her 

pupils seem to narrow, like that of a serpent. She 

points a finger in my direction and I can sense her 

hatred of all Clio represents. She sees her as a 

poisonous insect to be swatted. 

‘Let her go,’ Edwin says. 

My heart beats faster. 

I grip Clio’s hand tighter still. 
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‘Did you hear what I said? Let go. This is for your 

own good.’ 

‘No, it isn’t.’ 

The voice comes from behind and takes me by 

surprise. I turn and see a kind-faced silver-haired 

old woman standing in the doorway to the main 

hall. She is dressed in worn jeans and a bright 

brown and orange jumper, wearing a necklace of 

beads. 

A new message appears on Clio’s face. 

That’s the woman who sold me the journal. 

‘Who are you?’ Edwin asks. 

‘Oh… someone who answers the prayers of the 

meek, the merciful, the pure of heart,’ the woman 

says. She winks at Clio and I warm to her. 

‘Whoever you are, blasphemy isn’t tolerated here,’ 

Edwin says. ‘Get out.’ 
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‘I intend to get out. But I’m taking Clio and my 

son with me.’ 

To my astonishment, the old woman transforms 

before my eyes into the figure of my father. He 

looks exactly as I remember, wearing the biking 

leathers and boots he always wore when he went 

off to work as a motorcycle courier. He runs a 

hand through his thick dark hair and beams as he 

catches my eye. 

‘It’s time for you to leave this place,’ he says. 

Tears fill my eyes. ‘Dad? Is it you?’ 

‘Gabriel, don’t listen to him!’ my mother cries. 

‘He was disfellowshipped with good reason. Don’t 

go down the same path. Don’t fraternise with 

pagans and blasphemers. Leave him and this girl 

behind. Stay with us, where you’re safe.’ 

‘No,’ I say. ‘I’m here to tell you I’m leaving and 

you can’t do anything about it.’ 
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My mother’s glare moves from me to Clio, to my 

father, and then back to me again. 

‘Gabriel, I’m warning you. Stop this foolishness 

now.’ 

‘I will accept the consequences, whatever they 

are,’ I say. ‘You see, I can’t lie in this dream. Clio 

won’t let me.’ 

Clio smiles encouragingly. 

‘Earlier, Clio asked me about my greatest fear. 

This is it.’ I indicate the inside of the hall. ‘Being 

trapped. Unable to enjoy the life I have been 

given, unable to live it to the full, unable to 

achieve what I am supposed to achieve. Living in 

fear of telling you the truth.’ 

‘Gabriel, this isn’t what God wants,’ Edwin says. 

My father laughs. ‘How are you so sure what God 

wants, Edwin?’ 
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‘You be silent!’ my mother cries. ‘You left us. 

You left me alone to raise our son, and now you’re 

dead and burning in hell for it.’ 

‘Mother, you drove him away.’ 

‘Gabriel, this is your last warning. Let go of her 

hand and come here. If you do not do as I say, the 

consequences will be severe.’ 

‘No. I’m with Clio. I love you, but I don’t share 

your beliefs in all this anymore and I won’t go 

along with it for the sake of keeping you happy.’ 

‘Very well, Gabriel. If you are determined to 

fraternise with pagans, you must be punished. You 

won’t like the consequences, but it is for your own 

good.’ 

‘For your own good,’ Edwin echoes. 

The devout religious fervour flickering in my 

mother’s eyes alarms me. I want to run away, but 

Clio keeps gripping my hand. 
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Relax. She can’t do anything. This is just a dream. 

The words on Clio’s face should reassure me, but I 

get a horrible feeling that she is mistaken. My 

chest tightens with a sudden icy realisation. 

‘You are not my mother. You may have her 

appearance and her beliefs, but you have a cruelty 

she does not…’ 

I glance at my father, whose face suddenly fills 

with alarm. ‘You both need to wake up now,’ he 

says. 

With astonishing swiftness, my mother takes a 

pack of matches from her pocket. She lights one 

and throws it at Clio. 

She is made of paper. 

Her arm catches fire. 

‘No!’ I cry, lunging at Clio. I frantically pat at her 

arm, trying to put the fire out, but my efforts are 

futile. Clio lets go of my hand and tries to do the 
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same thing, but the flames rapidly spread, as if she 

were covered in petrol. I yell in panic. 

‘No! Clio! No!’ 

‘You can’t put her out,’ my mother says. 

‘Wake up!’ my father cries. ‘Wake up!’ 

My mother points to my father and laughs. ‘You 

think he’s the only supernatural power capable of 

invading dreams?’ 

I ignore my mother and keep trying to put out the 

flames that have now engulfed Clio. She thrashes 

around in distress, attempting to roll on the floor to 

put out the fire, but to no avail. She scrambles up 

and runs from the main hall, out into the lobby. 

Perhaps she is headed for the toilets, where she can 

find water before it’s too late. As I run to follow 

her, Edwin and my mother call out after me in 

unison. 

‘This is for your own good!’ 
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I look around for my father, but he’s vanished. As 

I pass through the door of the main entrance, I 

experience that all too familiar sensation in dreams 

where I am running but unable to get to where I 

want to go. Clio has disappeared, but the image of 

her immolated paper body remains scarred in my 

mind. Has she managed to get to water or have the 

flames consumed her? The voices of Edwin and 

my mother echo in my mind as I continue to try 

and move, but I cannot. 

This is for your own good. 

For your own good… 

*** 

I wake in a puddle of sweat, my mind buzzing 

with the horrors of that final scene in the dream. I 

burst into tears because it felt utterly real. A part of 

me is still frightened it is real. Has Clio been 

maimed in real life? Or was the whole dream 
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nothing to do with reality whatsoever? I 

desperately hope it was the latter, but I’m not sure. 

If Clio and I really did share a dream together, 

then supernatural forces managed to infiltrate it, 

and one of them burned... No, I don’t want to think 

about it. 

I wish I could call her. I wish I could text her. I 

wish I could go online and talk to her. But I have 

no way of contacting Clio. The only way I can is if 

I see her is in school. 

I continue to weep helplessly. My stomach is in 

knots. I feel like she has died… As though I lived 

an entire lifetime in that dream, filled with 

exhilaration but ending in that horrible moment 

where Clio burned. 

Angry sobs wrack my body. I feel utterly alone 

and can’t bear this pain any longer. I curl up in a 
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foetal position on my bed and eventually cry 

myself into a sleep of dreamless oblivion. 

*** 

When I wake up the following morning, I am no 

longer made of paper. Far from being a relief, I 

feel a profound sense of loss. The horror of my 

dream returns like a flood. I long to be asleep 

again, to escape the pain. But I force myself to be 

logical. It had to have all been a dream, albeit a 

hugely vivid one. There is no way anything in that 

dream can have any bearing on reality. 

I shower, have breakfast, and take the bus to 

school, doing all I can to hide my unsettled state of 

mind. My mother is no fool and the look in her 

eyes tells me she knows something is wrong, but 

to her credit she says nothing, perhaps sensing my 

need for space. 

Clio is absent from school. 
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At first, I fear the worst, and my fears seem to be 

confirmed when our tutor group is informed of a 

fire at Clio’s house last night. Apparently, no one 

died and the damage wasn’t severe, but a fire 

started in her room that resulted in her needing 

treatment in hospital for burns. 

My jaw drops upon hearing this news. 

After school, I don’t go home but head for 

Derriford Hospital to visit Clio. I find her on the 

burns ward in a bed with bandages around her 

arms. She catches sight of me and her face lights 

up. 

I approach the bed with the bunch of flowers and 

chocolates I purchased at the overpriced hospital 

shop. Neither of us speak, but looking into her 

eyes, I know what we experienced last night was 

real. 
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‘The journal burned up in the fire,’ Clio says 

presently. ‘I don’t think we can share any more 

dreams.’ 

‘Perhaps we can share reality instead,’ I say. ‘How 

are you feeling?’ 

‘I’m in a lot of pain, but they’ve medicated me up 

to the eyeballs. I’m going to have bad scars on my 

arms for the rest of my life, I’m afraid. Still, it 

could have been a lot worse.’ 

‘What caused the fire?’ 

‘Some kind of electrical problem with my lamp, 

according to the firemen. I have other theories 

though.’ 

‘Do you think whatever did that to you in the 

dream can find us again?’ I ask. 

Clio shakes her head. ‘I can’t be certain, but I 

think now that the journal has gone, we’ll be safe.’ 

A tear rolls down Clio’s cheek. 
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She is so brave. My heart swells with love for her 

and I find myself speaking with a boldness I have 

never experienced before. 

‘I don’t need your dreams to tell you the truth 

anymore. I love you.’ 

Clio beams. Now it’s my turn to well up. For a 

moment, I just let the tears roll down my cheeks. I 

don’t care that she sees me this way. We’ve been 

through too much together for it to matter. 

‘I know you don’t celebrate Christmas, but if you 

manage to sneak away, you could always come 

and celebrate it at my house,’ Clio says presently. 

‘I’d love to have you there.’ 

I raise an eyebrow. ‘Meeting the family, eh? I just 

hope they like me.’ 

‘They’ll love you,’ she says. 

I move in to kiss Clio and our lips meet. I close my 

eyes. Once again, we are soaring through space 
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together, moving faster and faster. The stars and 

planets blur in a whirl of vivid colour, and my 

heart soars. 


