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Our beautiful planet is indeed worthy of our study; it was once our cradle—it will soon be our grave.

-Gideon Mantell
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The earth glowed orange as rock liquefied under intense heat. Comets rained from the gloomy heavens, scattering globules of semi-molten rock with every impact. The air was thick, heavy, and toxic, and lightning streaked relentlessly across the sky. The oceans barely clung to their liquid form, spewing steam from the waves as they simmered close to boiling. Beneath the surface, the seafloor was lined with scalding volcanic vents and magma flows.

This was the Hadean Eon.

Despite a name deriving from Hades, the Greek god of the underworld, this place was not Hell, but rather, Earth in her youth. 

You might think such a place would surely be devoid of life, yet, if you were to delve to the bottom of the seething seas, towards those volcanic vents, upon that red-hot rock, you may just find something living.

Tiny, microscopic life, but life, nonetheless. If you were especially fortunate, you might even find one particularly important microbe—your very own ancestor. In fact, the ancestor of every single living thing today. Science refers to this as the “Last Universal Common Ancestor,” or simply “LUCA.”

From this single entity, far too small to see with the naked eye and barely surviving in an inhospitable setting in time and space, evolved our vast and complex tree of life. LUCA’s descendants included the fish, the insects, the dinosaurs, the mammoth, the neighbour’s noisy dog who will not stop barking at 2:00 a.m.—and you. Every living thing on this little blue sphere we call home can trace its family heritage to one single individual living four and a half billion years ago in a broiling hellscape. 

And so, it seems, regardless of how humble one’s origins might be, great things—perhaps the greatest of things—can come from anywhere. A single bright spark in a world of darkness can light the way for us all.
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Do you know what a Dimetrodon is? Of course, you don’t... or maybe you do. I can’t tell how you answered because that’s not how a book works. For now, let’s assume you don’t.

The Dimetrodon was a truly ancient creature, one which predated even the earliest dinosaurs by tens of millions of years. It looked, to the untrained eye, like some kind of German-shepherd-sized lizard. Upon the back of this beast, you would find a crescent-shaped sail made of a thin membrane of skin stretched over a row of tall spines. It was one of the first hyper-carnivores on land, stalking the ancient landscapes of Pangaea for prey. Pretty cool, right? In fact, it was probably the coolest animal to ever walk the Earth. 

I know what you’re thinking: this sounds pretty biased. Did a Dimetrodon write this? Well, yes. One did. 

My name is Ed. Ed the Dimetrodon. I’m sure you’re wondering how an almost three-hundred-million-year-old synapsid came to be writing a novel. To get to that, I need to first introduce you to a young lady named Robyn Croll. 

What can I say about her? Well, Robyn is easily the smartest kid in her class. She’s also a talented artist and do you know, she has won the sports day hundred-metre sprint four years in a row? But if I’m being honest, what really makes her special is her imagination. Yes, yes, I know—that’s incredibly cliché, but it’s true. Indeed, I wouldn’t even exist were it not for the power of her inventive mind.

Despite all she excels in, however, she hasn’t ever fit in. Other kids just don’t seem to understand her. In truth, she hasn’t ever understood them either. Perhaps being an only child left her without those particular social skills. And so, when the real world didn’t accept her, Robyn created a world of her own.

And that’s where I come in. So, specifically, I’m Ed the imaginary Dimetrodon. My prehistoric form may seem odd to some—most children with imaginary friends will dream up another child, a clown, or a puppy. Something... sweet, I guess. But sweet is boring, if you ask me. I, on the other hand, am an ancient, awesome, dragon-mammal. 

The reason for my rather unorthodox appearance lies within Robyn’s greatest passion—natural history. Ask her anything, literally anything, about prehistoric life, and she’ll know the answer. From the woolly mammoth to Triceratops and from the Cambrian explosion to the most recent Ice Age. So, naturally, when the time came to imagine herself up a companion—she chose well.

Our story begins on what was a preposterously hot summer day. Robyn sat by her dressing table with some paper and coloured pencils, sketching. The sun blazed through the wooden blinds and caused her well-brushed, but otherwise unfussed, auburn hair to glow and her emerald eyes to glint. Her skin was pale, lightly freckled, and a little sunburned thanks to the current intense summer weather. She had inherited her fragile complexion from her father and, thanks to that, was punished every time the sun so much as peeked through the clouds. Her mother would joke that Robyn might burn if the brightness setting on the television was too high.

Every window in our small, semi-detached house was wide open in a futile attempt to allow in some cooling airflow. It was certainly too hot to be outside today—not that Robyn had any friends to play with anyway. So, instead, she did what she usually did to pass the time—she drew.

It was a simple pastime, but she was rather good—I reckoned she had a bright future as a famous artist. And she did more than draw. Every sketch, every painting, every doodle on a napkin—it all contributed to her own wonderful fantasy world. She called it “Pangaea,” after the prehistoric supercontinent, and it was filled with all of her prehistoric creations from every geologic era, all mixed up together. Each image was pinned to her wall in a vivid collage of ancient life. With such worldbuilding skills, perhaps she also had potential as an author—though maybe she would be wiser to get a proper job.

I would often admire the wall of Pangaea for hours on end. I had my favourites, of course. Her Meganeura, an ancient dragonfly the size of a large bird, was brightly coloured in striking shades of green and purple. In contrast, her Microraptor, a small flying dinosaur with wings on its arms and legs, was dark and brooding with its black feathers and subtle blue highlights—probably her most mature piece. 

Each picture was wonderful, but together? A masterpiece. Perhaps I’m prejudiced—after all, I did feature right in the middle. The proud Dimetrodon. I loved how she nailed my copper skin tone, my crisscrossing black stripes, and even my tiny little whiskers on the end of my nose.

This afternoon’s addition was a beautiful, purple marine reptile. With its comically long neck, I recognised this particular example as one of Robyn’s favourites—Plesiosaurus. Think of an ocean-dwelling Diplodocus, but with an even longer neck and flippers instead of feet. You’ve seen the Loch Ness Monster photos, right? Then you get the general idea. 

While shading the underside, Robyn stopped and squinted at this particular image.

“It’s missing something,” she pondered, taking off her rectangular-framed glasses and giving them a wipe with her t-shirt.

“Hmm... looks pretty good to me,” I replied.

“No, there’s something... it needs something.”

I looked back at my own body for inspiration. The orange and black colouration on my scaled skin, which was covered in a light, almost imperceptible coating of fuzzy hair, seemed to me like the best possible option.

“Maybe it should be orange?” I suggested.

“You think everyone should be orange.” She giggled.

“How about some stripes then?”

“Hmm... actually...”

Robyn reached into her vast art case and retrieved a coloured pencil—a darker shade of purple this time—and began to sketch in some subtle striping along the reptile’s back in a similar fashion to my own.

“You’re a genius, Ed,” she exclaimed as she triumphantly dropped her pencil onto the desk.

As she held her photo proudly aloft, Robyn’s bedroom door swung open, and in stepped her mother. Carol was a kind woman and, even though she wasn’t aware of my presence, I loved her almost like she were my own mother. She was short with rounded features and the same magnificent, emerald eyes sported by her daughter. Her pale blue shirt was made from shimmering satin which glinted in the sunlight streaming through the window. On her head was the black and green floral headscarf I had become accustomed to seeing her in.

It was strange how quickly that had become normal. Carol’s illness had only come to light a few months ago and her hair had fallen out shortly after. Yet the headscarf now felt entirely ordinary. That being said, neither I nor Robyn truly understood what cancer was. Carol assured Robyn that she just had to take some medicine for a while and then she would be fine. I was sure she would look forward to regrowing her hair since she used to take such pride in it.

“Dinner is almost ready, darling,” she announced softly.

“Okay, Mum,” Robyn chirped. “I’m just finishing up here.”

“Oh, what’s this then?” Carol enquired as she peered down at Robyn’s drawing. “A Diplodocus, right?”

“Not quite,” Robyn replied with a chuckle. “It’s a Plesiosaurus for my wall. I’m going to call her Mary, like the palaeontologist Mary Anning.”

“I see. Well, it’s a very cool dinosaur.”

It was clear Carol didn’t have a clue what a Plesiosaurus was, but she seemed genuinely pleased to see her daughter so passionate about something. Of course, Plesiosaurus wasn’t a dinosaur. Rather, it was a plesiosaur, but Robyn chose not to correct her mother on this occasion.

“And this wall,” Carol remarked, looking from one end of it to the other. “You’ll be running out of space soon.”

“Maybe I’ll have to add some to the ceiling.”

Carol smiled broadly.

“You certainly could. I like this one here, the orange dinosaur.”

I rolled my eyes in despair as she pointed at the picture of me. Normies. They think everything extinct is a dinosaur.

“He’s not a dinosaur,” Robyn replied with another giggle. “That’s Ed—the Dimetrodon.”

“Oh, yes, he’s the one you... see.”

Robyn nodded enthusiastically. However, it was obvious my presence worried Carol. She was probably concerned that an imaginary friend was likely to hinder the process of making any “real” friends. 

“He’s a... sin... Sinatra?”

“Synapsid. They were more closely related to mammals than to reptiles, you know.”

“Interesting. Well, he’s very handsome,” Carol concluded.

“Okay, Carol,” I said smugly. “Well played. I’ll let the dinosaur comment slide.”

Not that Carol could hear me, of course. Perhaps one day she would, I thought.
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The unusually hot weather intensified further that day and Robyn’s father insisted she head outside and “enjoy the sunshine.” She had slathered a thick layer of sunscreen on every bit of exposed skin but, from experience, I knew fine well she would burn anyway. It was like a superpower, or whatever the opposite of a superpower is. Regardless of how much sunscreen she wore, or how often she skulked in the shade, she would burn to a crisp at the slightest hint of sunshine. Nevertheless, we headed out to make the most of it. I, of course, didn’t have to worry about the heat. That big old sail on my back? It’s not just for display. Rather, it’s an ingenious thermoregulation device. Very useful in the height of summer. 

Together, we wandered through the picturesque seaside town of Lyme Regis on the famous English Jurassic Coast. The town had been Robyn’s home her whole life and she knew every inch of it. Today, we made our way past the new Mary Anning statue and along the coast towards her favourite spot. We called it the Lonely Beach—it probably had a proper name, but it had always been the Lonely Beach to us.

It was covered in sharp stones, slippery moss, and deep, seaweed-filled rock pools. What did this mean? Well, it meant it was a fairly wretched beach. But that had one main advantage—there was seldom anyone else there.

We clambered down the steep, sandy access path and onto the rocky beach. Before us, stretched the sparkling English Channel while the iconic Blue Lias cliffs wrapped around the coastline. It was quite a view—one which neither of us ever got bored of.

“Look,” Robyn exclaimed while pointing at the cliff face.

She skipped towards the cliff and pulled a fist-sized rock which looked ready to fall. It was a pale grey, but with white veins running through it. These were fairly common around here, and Robyn knew what to do with it. She crouched and smashed it on the ground several times, causing it to split in half. The two halves fell away to reveal a spiral-shaped fossil inside.

“It’s an ammonite,” she chirped excitedly.

“Neat,” I replied with an approving nod while admiring how well preserved it was. “What’s an ammonite?”

“An ancient cephalopod,” she clarified. “It was like a little squid in a shell—it’s just the spiral shell that’s preserved. I talk about these all the time. How do you not know about ammonites?”

“I zone out a lot,” I admitted with a shrug.

After spending some time examining the fossil, Robyn stuffed it into the pocket of her baggy, green shorts and wandered closer to the sea. By the shorefront, she stopped and scanned the ground intently. After a few moments, she found what she sought—a small, flat stone perfect for skipping. She grasped it tightly, stretched her arm back, and launched it into the channel... where the stone proceeded to simply plop beneath the waves. Robyn had many skills, but rock skipping wasn’t one of them. Her dad had promised to teach her, but he never seemed to find the time.

“Nice throw, Croll,” came an unexpected voice from behind.

It was a voice Robyn and I knew all too well, and it wasn’t a welcome one. 

We turned around to see a blond girl in white denim shorts and a pink, glittery vest top. It was Hannah. Hannah Owen was an especially unpleasant young lady who attended the same school as Robyn. I reckoned every time her name was spoken, somewhere in the world a small child dropped an ice cream cone. 

For some reason, Hannah revelled in any opportunity to tease those around her—and Robyn seemed to be her favourite target. Today, to make matters worse, she was also backed up by two friends. I didn’t recognise them, but an audience always made Hannah more vicious.

“H-hi, Hannah,” Robyn stammered. “The good beach is back that way.”

“Maybe I like this beach.”

“Oh, I just thought you might be lost.” 

Robyn turned away and picked up another rock before tossing it into the sea. She was attempting to appear calm, but I could see a slight tremble in her right leg.

“Me and my friends want it to ourselves,” Hannah snarled, approaching Robyn ominously.

“What? But... I was here first.” Robyn replied, almost in a whisper.

“Well, I don’t want to look at your cheap, ugly clothes,” Hannah sneered while plucking at Robyn’s yellow sports t-shirt. “They don’t even fit you properly.”

Her accomplices began to circle behind Robyn as Hannah became visibly angrier. She gave Robyn a forceful shove, from which she stumbled backwards several steps. One of the other girls then pushed her back towards Hannah, who shoved her once more. For several long minutes, all three girls took turns pushing Robyn around—cackling the whole time. 

“Stop,” Robyn begged. “Please.”

Robyn’s glasses were shaken loose from her face and clattered onto the stones—only for Hannah to kick them into the distance.

When Robyn finally broke free of the cycle, she strode away. She didn’t want to run—she wanted to retain at least some dignity, but she took long, fast strides. After a quick scan of the area, she crouched to reclaim her glasses. She took a quick look to assess their condition and found one lens to be missing and the other cracked. Fighting back tears, she stuffed her broken glasses into her pocket.

“I saw your mum the other day,” Hannah sneered. “Nice haircut.”

That was a low blow. Normally, Robyn would simply have walked away, but something caused her to stop.

“Completely bald, by the way,” Hannah explained to her friends, who began to giggle. “Probably the stress of having such an ugly daughter that did it.”

“She’s sick, actually,” Robyn grumbled.

“Oh, no!” Hannah replied with a dramatic imitation of despair.

Her two friends, seemingly devoid of any personalities of their own, dutifully giggled some more. But I, for one, didn’t think Hannah was funny. Neither did Robyn, but I knew she wasn’t one for conflict. She lowered her head and skulked away. I wouldn’t be chased off so easily, though. I lined Hannah up, dipped my head, and charged.

Of course, I knew fine well it would have no impact. The biggest downside of being a figment of a child’s imagination is that you can’t interact with the real world. I would do what I always did—float right through her and she would be none the wiser. It would make me feel better, though. It usually did, and the visual entertainment would make Robyn feel better too. Except, this time, something strange happened.

As I charged, the stones felt unusually solid beneath my feet. With each step, loose stones flicked up behind me and, as I reached my target, my head made a solid, jarring contact with the girl’s chest. I looked up to see Hannah Owen hurtling backwards through the air before splashing into a small, but deep, rock pool. 

She sat, her mouth wide open in surprise, with her legs pointing into the air and her backside wedged into the bowl-shaped pool. Her friends looked on with confusion, noting the several metres between Hannah and Robyn. After a moment of disbelief, Hannah scrambled to get back to her feet but only found herself slipping on the moss and falling back into the water repeatedly. She screamed and swore as her face grew redder and redder.

I looked at Robyn, concerned that I had taken things too far. However, while clearly a little surprised, my old friend was trying desperately to contain a snigger.

After finally hauling herself out of the water, Hannah flicked several strands of seaweed off her previously white shorts, now stained a brownish-green, in disgust.

“Eugh,” she screeched. “You did this, you little witch!”

“I’ve been way over here,” Robyn replied, desperately disguising a smirk.

“I’ll make you sorry!” Hannah screamed before storming off into the distance.

I looked on rather proudly as that horrible specimen of a child retreated in defeat, but there was something more profound to consider.

“How did you do that?” Robyn asked once the girls were out of sight.

“I have no idea,” I replied honestly. “It felt good, though!”

“Maybe she fell, and it just happened to be when you charged.”

“I don’t know. I felt it. It felt the impact, it was... solid.”

“It can’t have been, you must have imagined it.”

“You’re the one who does the imagining around here,” I insisted. “I know what I felt.”

“But Ed—and I mean this with love—you’re not real.”

“Tell that to Hannah.”

“Do you think she’ll tell her parents? I don’t want to get in trouble.”

“We’ll burn that can of worms when we open it.”

“Okay... wait, what?”

“What?”

“That’s... that’s not the saying.”

“Sure, it is. Her outfit looked expensive, didn’t it?”

Robyn and I paused for a moment and glanced at each other before bursting into hysterical laughter. There was no way that green stain would wash out. 
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Robyn and I returned home that night in a rather cheerful mood. Neither of us understood what had happened, but there was a quiet pleasure in having watched Hannah dunk into the slimy rock pool. Whether there was some inexplicable power rendering my imaginary body physical, or merely an odd coincidence, justice had been served.

The Crolls were a young family, having had Robyn in their early twenties, which made for tight finances, but they provided all they could for their daughter. Their home was a simple, two-bedroom terraced house with tan-coloured roughcast on the front which had begun to crumble in places. The front garden needed weeding, but it was one of the more presentable houses on the street. It wasn’t a mansion, by any stretch, but it was home. 

“Hi, Dad!” Robyn chirped as she strode into the kitchen.

“Hey, pumpkin pie,” Michael Croll replied cheerfully, glancing up from his cooking. “Where are your glasses?”

“Oh, I dropped them at the beach,” she lied, extracting the broken pair from her pocket. “I’ll go get my spare pair.”

“Please be more careful, honey. Those repairs aren’t cheap,” he said, while tapping his own glasses which had also been recently mended.

“Sorry, Dad.”

“That’s all right, pumpkin.” He gave Robyn a kind smile. “You’ve burned your chest.”

Robyn raised a hand to her collarbone and winced as she felt the sting of sunburn. She had forgotten to apply sun cream above her neckline.

“Robyn in name, robin in appearance,” I teased.

She rolled her eyes in response before turning her attention back to her father.

“Look what I found today.” Robyn thrust her fossil on an outstretched hand under Michael’s nose. “It’s an ammonite. I wonder how old it is.”

“Well, does it have three bums?” he asked.

“What?” Robyn replied with a giggle. “No.”

“I guess we can rule out the Triassic then.”

Robyn rolled her eyes once more and groaned while a self-satisfied smirk spread across her father’s face. Michael was an overgrown child at heart. Wearing a blue Cookie Monster jumper—despite the heat—and performing a disjointed dance to “Karma Chameleon” on the radio, he emptied half a block’s worth of grated cheddar cheese into his bubbling pot of macaroni. His bouncy, black hair flopped around in time with his uncoordinated dance moves, which added to the amusing spectacle. He was definitely the “fun” parent—at least when he had the time. 

Robyn’s parents had met while they both studied in Scotland. I used to wonder why they chose to move to Carol’s hometown after Robyn was born rather than staying up north, but then we spent a fortnight in Glasgow for a wedding and it all became clear. It rains there. A lot. 

Robyn opened the fridge door and extracted a large jar of gherkins. She twisted off the lid, dipped her fingers into the yellowish vinegar, and pulled one out before tossing the whole pickle into her mouth. 

“We’re running low on pickles,” she mumbled, her mouth still full of partially chewed gherkin.

“I’ll get some more tomorrow,” Michael said with a chuckle. “At the rate you eat them, I’ll have to get two jars.”

“Sounds good to me,” she replied with a cheeky grin.

“Are you ready for some of Granny’s mac?”

“Always!”

He called this particular meal “Granny’s mac” as it was a recipe he had inherited from his mother in Glasgow. However, I had seen the recipe and it was certainly not the same meal Michael produced. His heavy use of garlic showed complete disregard for the recipe and the quantity of cheese bordered on disdain for it. But man, did it smell good.

“Is this the recipe with a metric tonne or imperial ton of cheese?” Robyn joked.

“Pumpkin, I’ve told you a million times not to exaggerate,” Michael replied with a smirk. “But metric, always metric. We’re not savages. Would you like some lemonade?”

“Oh, yes, please.”

Robyn’s father proceeded to pour some lemonade into a glass while also continuing to stir his pot. In his attempt to multi-task, he soon overfilled the glass and lemonade overflowed, spilling onto the counter.

“I think that’s plenty,” Robyn teased.

Michael mumbled a curse word to himself before dabbing the wet counter with a dish towel.

“Well, you know me, I always give a hundred and ten percent.”

Recently, Michael had been somewhat preoccupied. Not only did he work full-time as a schoolteacher, he also spent an increasing amount of time tending to Carol, who seemed evermore dependent on her dutiful husband. She had her good days, but she also had long spells when she was unable to even get out of bed. Then, of course, there was all the work to be done around the house—cleaning, dishes, laundry. 

He never once complained, but I often wished he had more time for us. Robyn missed spending quality time with her father and, in truth, so did I. Michael may not have been able to see me, but he was the only adult who didn’t become awkward around the topic of Robyn’s “imaginary friend.” Indeed, he embraced it. He was the only person other than Robyn to ever properly accept my existence.

“Granny’s mac smells delicious tonight,” remarked Robyn.

For all his other qualities, Michael was also a fine chef—a fact that made me wish I was actually capable of consuming food. A rich, smoky scent filled my nostrils and made me drool.

“I hope it tastes as good as it smells,” he replied. “I added some smoked ham this time. Here, taste it.”

Michael proceeded to scoop a small sample of macaroni out of the pot and thrust it towards Robyn’s face. He dropped a piece of pasta onto the floor as he did, which produced a small splatter of cheese sauce. Robyn enthusiastically chomped on the sneak preview of the meal to come. It was obviously hot, so she chewed with her mouth wide open, inhaling large gulps of air to cool it inside her mouth. Finally, she scrunched her eyes closed in pleasure.

“Hmm, it’s okay,” she replied with a cold, analytical expression and a shrug.

“You don’t exactly seem overwhelmed.”

“I mean, I’m not underwhelmed. You could say I’m sufficiently whelmed.”

Michael narrowed his eyes and stared at her with a smirk.

“Your poker face is terrible—it’s delicious, isn’t it?”

Robyn’s stony expression failed and transformed into a broad grin.

“It’s your best one yet.”

“Well, your dad is the best cook in the world,” he said with a wink. “Now, you can’t be winding me up like that in a few weeks when I transform from Dad into Mr. Croll.”

“Oh, God, don’t remind me. It was bad enough having Mum in Year Five.”

Robyn was in the rather unfortunate position of having both parents work as local teachers. Carol taught at the primary school, while Michael educated the teenage delinquents in chemistry at the secondary school. 

“Well, you’d best pay attention. Chemistry is important if you’re going to be a big shot palaeontologist, like you said. Will you be joining me for chess club?”

“Mum!” Robyn called through the house, hurriedly changing the subject. “Mum, you have to come taste Dad’s macaroni.”

I stared longingly. Easily the worst thing about being imaginary was the inability to eat. Oh, how I craved food. What I would have given to chew on a burger or slurp an ice cream. I stared at the stray piece of macaroni on the floor with a heart, or I suppose a stomach, full of longing.

“You know, Robyn,” I began. “With what happened today... maybe I could just try some of that macaroni. Maybe I’m more real than I realise.”

She rolled her eyes.

“Nothing happened,” she whispered. “She fell.”

“It wouldn’t hurt to try, though, right?”

She sighed.

“Dad, could you maybe leave a plate out for Ed?”

“Of course,” he replied with a smile. “Can’t have the poor little guy going hungry. He might go extinct.”

That level of lazy humour was sadly all too common, but I forgave it. Besides, occasionally he was mildly funny. What I did appreciate was the complete lack of hesitation at the prospect of feeding Robyn’s invisible friend. Any other adult, even Carol, would have at least paused awkwardly before reluctantly humouring her. But not Michael. He embraced her as she was.

Michael’s face then dropped as he turned to face the kitchen door. I followed his gaze and saw Carol standing, propped against the door frame. She was pale, paler than I had ever seen her.

“Carol?” Michael said. “Carol, are you okay? You don’t look too well.”

“Oh, you’re all compliments today,” she replied with an eyebrow raised sarcastically.

Despite her teasing response, Michael was right. She didn’t look well at all. Before anyone could say anything else, she collapsed and crumpled onto the floor.

“Mum!” Robyn screamed.

Michael rushed to Carol and rolled her over onto her side. She began to convulse awkwardly with her eyes pinned open. I’d seen her seizures before and her blank, unfocused gaze haunted me every time.

“Robyn, get me my phone,” Michael directed in a surprisingly calm fashion.

But Robyn didn’t even hear him, not really. She gazed in horror as her mother began to drool onto the floor and grind her teeth loudly.

“Robyn,” he repeated, more sternly this time.

She scrunched her eyes and snapped back to reality. Spinning around, she fumbled for the mobile phone. I kept my eyes focused on Carol. While to the others she seemed to stare blankly into space, it seemed as though she was looking me right in the eye. A coincidence, I was sure, but it was odd, nonetheless.

“Hang in there, Carol,” I whispered. 

I knew she couldn’t hear, but it made me feel better to say something.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

A New Prognosis




[image: ]


I felt slightly guilty for thinking so, but having the chance to ride in the back of an ambulance was a lot of fun. Sure, I was concerned about Carol, but this wasn’t her first seizure. Indeed, I could recall at least four—all as a result of her illness. On previous occasions, though, Carol’s mother had been on hand to look after Robyn, so this was the first time we had ridden to the hospital with her. I found myself rather pleased that Robyn’s grandmother had gone to Lanzarote for the week.

However, the hospital was most certainly not as exciting as the ambulance. Carol finally came around, exhausted as always, which was followed by endless waiting. We waited for nurses to check her blood pressure and shine torches in her eyes. We waited on doctors to discuss her symptoms. We waited even longer for specialists who each asked the same questions over and over again.

The latest in a long line of doctors to question Carol and Michael was a familiar one. Doctor MacGregor was her name, and she was an... oncologist? I think that’s what they called her. I had no idea what an oncologist did, but she was friendly. As per usual, she greeted Robyn with a gentle smile.

“Hello, Robyn,” she chimed. “How are you today?”

Robyn shrugged.

“Don’t be rude,” I insisted. “At least pretend not to be bored.”

“Uh, I’m okay, I guess,” Robyn said with a forced smile.

“Nice weather today.”

“Thanks.”

“Thanks for the weather?” I teased.

“Well, not thanks, it’s not like I made the weather. I mean... yes. Yes, it is.”

“Smooth,” I added.

“Here, why don’t you take this and get yourself something from the vending machine?” Doctor MacGregor said while handing Robyn two golden, one-pound coins.

It was obvious Doctor MacGregor simply wanted some privacy with Robyn’s parents—but Robyn wasn’t so nosey as to turn down free chocolate. As such, we both headed down the corridor for snacks. Of course, the snacks were only for Robyn, but I was still keen to attempt the whole “food” thing. I might have been delusional, but it was worth a shot.

“What are you getting?” I asked as Robyn scanned the machine.

“A Bounty, I reckon. I’ll never understand why people don’t like them.”

“Maybe I could try?” I requested. “I didn’t get any macaroni, after all.”

Robyn’s Bounty tumbled into the well at the bottom of the machine before she crouched to retrieve it.

“I don’t know about that. Sharing pasta is one thing, but chocolate?” she teased. “That’s a big ask.”

“Come on,” I pleaded.

Smiling, she peeled the wrapper away and extracted one of two small milk chocolate bars which, as I gathered, were filled with creamed coconut.

“Here,” she chirped, holding the bar towards my face. “It won’t work, Ed. I know you think what happened at the beach was—”

“Just let me try,” I insisted.

This was my moment. I could do this. I had interacted with the real world before—with Hannah. I knew in my heart it wasn’t a coincidence. It had happened. It was real and, for a brief moment, so was I. Now, the ultimate experience for any real-life, physical being... chocolate.

I opened my mouth wide, much wider than needed, and chomped enthusiastically. As my teeth closed over the silky milk chocolate, my tongue was flooded with the sweet taste of... nothing. My jaws passed straight through the Bounty as if it were a hologram.

“Oh, come on,” I moaned.

“I told you so,” replied Robyn. 

“That you did,” I conceded, trying to hide my disappointment.

“Mum will be okay, won’t she?” Robyn asked after a brief silence.

“Of course,” I replied as we began to walk back towards the hospital room. “She always is. Remember the one after Christmas? That was worse than this one.”

“True, she hit her head pretty hard that time.”

“Yeah, she had a black eye and everything. This time wasn’t so bad; she’ll be home tomorrow.”

We arrived back at Carol’s hospital room to find the privacy curtain drawn. From behind the curtain, we could hear Doctor MacGregor speaking with Robyn’s parents. Robyn stopped to listen to what sounded like a fairly downbeat discussion.

“So, what does this mean?” asked Michael.

“I think we have to be realistic,” replied the doctor solemnly. “The cancer has progressed much faster than we expected—it’s clear the treatment isn’t working.”

“So, she’ll need a different treatment?” 

There was a brief pause as Doctor MacGregor seemed to mull over her response.

“I’m afraid we’ve exhausted all treatment options.”

“No,” snapped Michael. “She’s only thirty-four. She’s strong, she can fight it. There has to be—”

“So, I’m dying?” interrupted Carol with surprising calmness. “How long?”

“I couldn’t possibly say for sure. It could be weeks.”

“Weeks?” gasped Michael.

“Maybe days.”

This was followed by a long silence. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I had become so accustomed to the illness—it had simply become part of our lives. I had heard so many times that everything would be fine, but now the doctor thought Carol was...dying?

I looked up at Robyn, whose eyes seemed to glaze over. She was understandably in shock. Slowly, the news began to sink in. Her eyes welled with tears as she acknowledged that her mother might only have mere days to live. Her bottom lip quivered before she turned and stormed out of the room.

“Wait,” I called as I followed her out.

She ignored me and broke into a run, heading for the exit.

“Robyn, please!”

Robyn sprinted through the waiting room, almost knocking over a young boy in the process, and burst through the rotating door into the cool evening air. She crumpled to her knees and cried as I had never seen her cry before. She wailed, unconcerned by the many onlookers. I did the only thing I could. I pressed in tightly to the only physical part of the world I could feel—my dear Robyn. She wrapped her arms around my neck and hugged me tightly, tears dripping onto the top of my head as she did.

I desperately wanted to help—more than anything I had ever wanted. Robyn was hurting. She was feeling unimaginable pain. Every sinew of my being longed to take it away.

If only there was a way.

***
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“ROBYN,” I HISSED THROUGH the darkness. “Robyn.”

Robyn rubbed her eyes slowly before pulling the duvet over her face.

“Wake up, Robyn.”

“What do you want?” she mumbled.

“I know how to help your mum.”

She paused for a moment before throwing the covers off of herself and staring into my eyes. She reached her hand over to click on her lamp, revealing her brows furrowed in confusion.

“What are you talking about?”

“I’ve been awake all night thinking... Remember what happened with Hannah?”

“Sure, you yeeted her into a rock pool.”

“Exactly! Wait, yeeted? That doesn’t sound right. Is that really the past tense of yeet? Yote, maybe? Yet? No—”

“Ed, focus.”

“Right, Hannah, yes, I yote her into the pool. But that should have been impossible, right?”

“It is impossible, Ed. She fell. It just looked as though you pushed her.”

“But what if she didn’t?”

“Then you’d have eaten the Bounty.”

“Look, let’s just practice. Maybe I can do something else.”

“And how would that help Mum?”

“Just... just humour me for a minute.”

Robyn sat herself up and sighed deeply.

“Fine, Ed. What do you suggest we do?”

“I... I don’t know,” I said as I scanned the room. “What about this?”

I pointed my nose at a plastic cup which sat on Robyn’s desk. It was a disposable, green cup with white polka dots which she used to wash her paintbrushes.

“If I can knock this over...” I suggested.

“Go for it,” Robyn replied with a shrug.

I could tell she didn’t have high expectations, but I had to make this work. I raised my right paw and swiped. My claws rushed through the air as I focused on that little green cup. It was going to work. I knew it.

My heart dropped as my paw glided straight through as if it wasn’t there, or, rather, as if I wasn’t there. I swiped again, and again, and then once more—each time with the same outcome.

Robyn scowled at me. “Can I go back to sleep now?”

“Do you not get it?” I snapped. “This could be our ticket. If you can make me real, then you can make anything real.”

“Anything? Like what?”

“Anything like anything, Robyn. Anything you could imagine. And what would you want more than anything else in the
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