
No, of course not. It couldn’t be true, he was being 

stupid. The monster was a dream. That’s all it was, 

a dream.

But the leaves. And the berries. And the sap

ling growing in the floor. And the destruction of his 

grandma’s sitting room.

Conor felt suddenly light, like he was somehow 

starting to float in the air.

Could it be? Could it really be?

He heard voices and looked down the corridor. 

His dad and his grandma were fighting.

He couldn’t hear what they were saying, but his 

grandma was pretty ferociously jabbing her finger 

toward his dad’s chest. “Well, what do you want me to 

do?” his father said, loud enough to attract the atten

tion of people passing in the corridor. Conor couldn’t 

hear his grandma’s response, but she came storming 

back down the corridor past Conor, still not looking 

at him as she went into his mother’s room.
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His father walked up shortly after, his shoulders 

slumped.

“What’s going on?” Conor asked.

“Ah, your grandma’s mad at me,” his dad said, giv

ing a quick smile. “Nothing new there.”

“Why?”

His father made a face. “I’ve got some bad news, 

Conor,” he said. “I have to fly back home tonight.” 

“Tonight?” Conor asked. “Why?”

“The baby’s sick.”

“Oh,” Conor said. “What’s wrong with her?” 

“Probably nothing serious, but Stephanie’s gone a 

bit crazy and taken her to the hospital and wants me 

to come back right now.”

“And you’re going?”

“I am but I’m coming back,” his father said. “On 

Sunday after next, so it’s not even two weeks. They’ve 

given me more time off work to come back and see you.” 

“Two weeks,” Conor said, almost to himself. “But 

that’s okay, though. Mum’s on this new medicine, 

which is going to make her better. So by the time you 

get back-”
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He stopped when he saw his father’s face.

“Why don’t we go for a walk, son?” his father 

asked.

There was a small park across from the hospital 

with paths among the trees. As Conor and his father 

walked through it toward an empty bench, they kept 

passing patients in hospital gowns, walking with their 

families or out on their own sneaking cigarettes. It 

made the park feel like an outdoor hospital room. Or 

a place where ghosts went to have a break.

“This is a talk, isn’t it?” Conor said, as they sat 

down. “Everybody always wants to have a talk lately.”

“Conor,” his father said. “This new medicine your 

mum’s taking-”

“It’s going to make her well,” Conor said, firmly.

His father paused for a moment. “No, Conor,” 

he said. “It probably isn’t.”

“Yes, it is,” Conor insisted.

“It’s a last ditch effort, son. I’m sorry, but things 

have moved too fast.”
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“It’ll heal her. I know it will.”

“Conor,” his father said. “The other reason your 

grandma was mad at me was because she doesn’t 

think me or your mum have been honest enough with 

you. About what’s really happening.”

“What does Grandma know about it?”

Conor’s father put a hand on his shoulder. “Conor, 

your mum-”

“She’s going to be okay,” Conor said, shaking 

it off and standing up. “This new medicine is the 

secret. It’s the whole reason why. I’m telling you, I 

know.”

His father looked confused. “Reason for what?” 

“So you just go back to America,” Conor carried 

on, “and go back to your other family and we’ll be fine 

here without you. Because this is going to work.” 

Conor, no-

“Yes, it is. It’s going to work.”

“Son,” his father said, leaning forward. “Stories 

don’t always have happy endings.”

This stopped him. Because they didn’t, did they?
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That’s one thing the monster had definitely taught 

him. Stories were wild, wild animals and went off in 

directions you couldn’t expect.

His father was shaking his head. “This is too 

much to ask of you. It is, I know it is. It’s unfair and 

cruel and not how things should be.”

Conor didn’t answer.

“I’ll be back a week from Sunday,” his father said. 

“Just keep that in mind, okay?”

Conor blinked up into the sun. It really had been 

an incredibly warm October, like the summer was 

still fighting to stick around.

“How long will you stay?” Conor finally asked. 

“For as long as I can.”

“And then you’ll go back.”

“I have to. I’ve got-”

“Another family there,” Conor finished.

His father tried to reach out a hand again, but 

Conor was already heading back toward the hospital.

Because no, it would work, it would that was the 

whole reason the monster had come walking. It had
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to be. If  the monster was real at all then that had to 

be the reason.

Conor looked at the clock on the front of the 

hospital as he went back inside.

Eight more hours until 12:07.
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N O T AL E

“Can you heal her?” Conor asked.

The yew is a healing tree, the monster said. It is the 

form I  choose most to walk in.

Conor frowned. “That’s not really an answer.” 

The monster just gave him that evil grin.

Conors grandma had driven him back to her house 

when his mum had fallen asleep after not eating her 

dinner. His grandma still hadn’t spoken to him about 

the destruction of her sitting room. She’d barely 

spoken to him at all.

“I’m going back,” she said, as he got out of the



car. “Fix yourself something to eat. I know you can at 

least do that.”

“Do you think Dad’s at the airport by now?” 

Conor asked.

All his grandma did in response was sigh impa

tiently. He shut the door, and she drove away. After 

he’d gone inside, the clock-the cheap, battery- 

operated one in the kitchen, which was all they had 

now-crept toward midnight without her returning 

or calling. He thought about calling her himself, but 

she’d already yelled at him once when her ringtone 

had woken up his mum.

It didn’t matter. In fact, it made it easier. He 

hadn’t had to pretend to go to bed. He’d waited until 

the clock read 12:07. Then he went outside and said, 

“Where are you?”

And the monster said, I  am here and stepped over 

his grandma’s office shed in one easy motion.

“Can you heal her?” Conor asked again, more firmly. 

The monster looked down at him. It is not up to me.
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“Why not?” Conor asked. “You tear down houses 

and rescue witches. You say every bit of you can heal 

if only people would use it.”

I f  your mother can be healed\ the monster said, then 

the yew tree will do it.

Conor crossed his arms. “Is that a yes?”

Then the monster did something it hadn’t done 

until now.

It sat down.

It placed its entire great weight on top of his 

grandma’s office. Conor could hear the wood groan 

and saw the roof sag. His heart leapt in his throat. 

If  he destroyed her office, too, there’s no telling what 

she’d do to him. Probably ship him off to prison. Or 

worse, boarding school.

You still do not know why you called me, do you? 

the monster asked. You still do not know why I  have 

come walking. It is not as if  I  do this every day Conor 

O'Malley.

“I didn’t call you,” Conor said. “Unless it was in a 

dream or something. And even if I did, it was obvi

ously for my mum.”
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Was it?

“Well, why else?” Conor said, his voice rising. 

“It wasn’t just to hear terrible stories that make no 

sense.”

Are you forgetting your grandmothers sitting room?

Conor couldn’t quite suppress a small smile.

As I  thought, said the monster.

“I’m being serious,” Conor said.

So am I. But we are not yet ready for the third and 

final story. That will be soon. And after that you will 

tell me your story, Conor O'Malley. You will tell me your 

truth. The monster leaned forward. And you know of 

what I  speak.

The mist surrounded them again suddenly, and 

his grandma’s yard faded away. The world changed to 

gray and emptiness, and Conor knew exactly where 

he was, exactly what the world had changed into.

He was inside the nightmare.

This is what it felt like, this is what it looked like, 

the edges of the world crumbling away and Conor
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holding on to her hands, feeling them slip from his 

grasp, feeling her fa ll—

“No!” he cried out. “No! Not this!”

The mist retreated and he was back in his grand

ma’s yard again, the monster still sitting on her office 

roof.

“That’s not my truth,” Conor said, his voice shak

ing. “That’s just a nightmare.”

Nevertheless, the monster said, standing, the roof 

beams of his grandma’s office seeming to sigh with 

relief, that is what will happen after the third tale.

“Great,” Conor said. “Another story when there 

are more important things going on.”

Stories are important, the monster said. They can 

be more important than anything. I f  they carry the truth.

“Life writing,” Conor said, sourly, under his 

breath.

The monster looked surprised. Indeed, it said. 

It turned to go, but glanced back at Conor. Look for 

me soon.

“I want to know what’s going to happen with my 

mum,” Conor said.

155



The monster paused. Do you not know already ? 

“You said you were a tree of healing,” Conor said. 

“Well, I need you to heal!

And so I  shall the monster said.

And with a gust of wind, it was gone.
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I N O  L O N G E R  S E E  Y O U

“I want to go to the hospital, too,” Conor said the 

next morning in the car with his grandma. “I don’t 

want to go to school today.”

His grandma just drove. It was quite possible she 

was never going to speak to him again.

“How was she last night?” he asked. He’d waited 

up for a long time after the monster left, but had still 

fallen asleep before his grandma came back.

“Much the same,” she said, tersely, keeping her 

eyes firmly on the road.

“Is the new medicine helping?”

She didn’t answer this one for so long, he thought 

she wasn’t going to and was on the verge of asking 

again when she said, “It’s too soon to tell.”



Conor let a few streets go by, then he asked, 

“When is she going to come home?”

This one his grandma didn’t answer, even though 

it was another half hour before they got to school.

There was no hope o f paying attention in lessons. 

Which, once again, didn’t matter because none of the 

teachers asked him a question anyway. Neither did 

his classmates. By the time lunch break came around, 

he’d passed another morning not having said a word 

to anyone.

He sat alone at the far edge of the dining hall, his 

food uneaten in front of him. The room was unbeliev

ably loud, roaring with the sounds of his classmates 

and all their screaming and yelling and fighting and 

laughing. Conor did his best to ignore it.

The monster would heal her. O f course it would. 

Why else would it have come? There was no other 

explanation. It had come walking as a tree of healing, 

the same tree that made the medicine for his mother, 

so why else?
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Please, Conor thought as he stared at his still full 

lunch tray. Please.

Two hands slapped down hard on either side 

of the tray from across the table, knocking Conor’s 

orange juice into his lap.

Conor stood up, though not quickly enough. His 

trousers were soaked in liquid, dripping down his legs.

“O ’Malley’s wet himself!” Sully was already 

shouting, with Anton cracking up beside him.

“Here!” Anton said, flicking some of the puddle 

from the table at Conor. “You missed some!”

Harry stood between Anton and Sully, as ever, his 

arms crossed, staring.

Conor stared back.

Neither of them moved for so long that Sully and 

Anton quieted down. They started to look uncom

fortable as the staring contest continued, wondering 

what Harry was going to do next.

Conor wondered, too.

“I think I’ve worked you out, O’Malley,” Harry
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finally said. “I think I know what it is you’re asking for.” 

“You’re gonna get it now,” Sully said. He and 

Anton laughed, bumping fists.

Conor couldn’t see any teachers out of the corner 

of his eye, so he knew Harry had chosen a moment 

when they could bother him unseen.

Conor was on his own.

Harry stepped forward, still calm.

“Here is the hardest hit of all, O ’Malley,” Harry 

said. “Here is the very worst thing I can do to you.” 

He held out his hand, as if asking for a handshake. 

He was asking for a handshake.

Conor responded almost automatically, putting 

out his own hand and shaking Harry’s before he even 

thought about what he was doing. They shook hands 

like two businessmen at the end of a meeting.

“Good-bye, O’Malley,” Harry said, looking into 

Conor’s eyes. “I no longer see you.”

Then he let go o f Conor’s hand, turned his back, 

and walked away. Anton and Sully looked even more 

confused, but after a second, they walked away, too. 

None of them looked back at Conor.
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•  •  •

There was a huge digital clock on the wall of the 

dining hall, bought sometime in the seventies as the 

latest in technology and never replaced, even though 

it was older than Conors mum. As Conor watched 

Harry walk away, walk away without looking back, 

walk away without doing anything, Harry moved past 

the digital clock.

Lunch started at 11:55 and ended at 12:40.

The clock currently read 12:06.

Harry’s words echoed in Conor’s head.

“I no longer see you.”

Harry kept walking away, keeping good on his 

promise.

“I no longer see you.”

The clock ticked over to 12:07.

It is time for the third tale, the monster said from 

behind him.
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T H E  T H I R D  T AL E

There was once an invisible man, the monster contin

ued, though Conor kept his eyes firmly on Harry, who 

had grown tired of being unseen.

Conor set himself into a walk.

A walk after Harry.

It was not that he was actually invisible, the 

monster said, following Conor, the room volume 

dropping as they passed. It was that people had become 

used to not seeing him.

“Hey!” Conor called. Harry didn’t turn round. 

Neither did Sully nor Anton, though they were still 

sniggering as Conor picked up his pace.



And i f  no one sees you, the monster said, picking up 

its pace, too, are you really there at all? 

“H E Y !” Conor called loudly.

The dining hall had fallen silent now, as Conor 

and the monster moved faster after Harry 

Harry who had still not turned around.

Conor reached him and grabbed him by the 

shoulder, twisting him around. Harry pretended to 

question what had happened, looking hard at Sully 

acting like he was the one who’d done it. “Quit mess

ing about,” Harry said and turned away again.

Turned away from Conor.

And then one day the invisible man decided, the 

monster said, its voice ringing in Conors ears, I  will 

make them see me.

“How?” Conor asked, breathing heavily again, 

not turning back to see the monster standing there, 

not looking at the reaction of the room to the huge 

monster now in their midst, though he was aware of 

nervous murmurs and a strange anticipation in the 

air. “How did the man do it?”

Conor could feel the monster close behind him,
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knew that it was kneeling, knew that it was putting 

its face up to his ear to whisper into it, to tell him the 

rest of the story.

He called, it said, for a monster.

And it reached a huge, monstrous hand past 

Conor and knocked Harry flying across the floor.

Trays clattered and people screamed as Harry 

tumbled past them. Anton and Sully looked aghast, 

first at Harry, then back at Conor.

Their faces changed as they saw him. Conor took 

another step toward them, feeling the monster tower

ing behind him.

Anton and Sully turned and ran.

“What do you think you’re playing at, O’Malley?” 

Harry said as he pulled himself up from the floor, 

holding his forehead where he’d hit it as he fell. He 

took his hand away and a few people screamed as 

they saw blood.

Conor kept moving forward, people scrambling
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to get out of his way. The monster came with him, 

matching him step for step.

“You don’t see me?” Conor shouted as he came. 

“You don’t see me?”

“No, O’Malley!” Harry shouted back as he stood. 

“No, I don’t. No one here does!”

Conor stopped and looked around slowly. The 

whole room was watching them now, waiting to see 

what would happen.

Except when Conor turned to face them. Then 

they looked away, like it was too embarrassing or 

painful to actually look at him directly. Only Lily 

held his eyes for longer than a second, her face anx

ious and hurt.

“You think this scares me, O’Malley?” Harry said, 

touching the blood on his forehead. “You think I ’m 

ever going to be afraid of you?”

Conor said nothing, just started moving forward 

again.

Harry took a step back.

“Conor O ’Malley,” he said, his voice growing
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poisonous now. “Who everyone’s sorry for because of 

his mum. Who swans around school acting like he’s 

so different, like no one knows his suffering.”

Conor kept walking. He was almost there.

“Conor O’Malley who wants to be punished,” 

Harry said, still stepping back, his eyes on Conor’s. 

“Conor O ’Malley who needs to be punished. And why 

is that, Conor O’Malley? What secrets do you hide 

that are so terrible?”

“You shut up” Conor said.

And he heard the monster’s voice say it with him.

Harry backed up another step until he was against 

a window. It felt like the whole school was holding 

its breath, waiting to see what Conor would do. He 

could hear a teacher or two calling from outside, 

finally noticing something was going on.

“But do you know what I  see when I look at you, 

O ’Malley?” Harry said.

Conor clenched his hands into fists.

Harry leaned forward, his eyes flashing. “I see 

nothing” he said.
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Without turning around, Conor asked the mon

ster a question.

“What did you do to help the invisible man?” 

And he felt the monster’s voice again, like it was 

in his own head.

I  made them see, it said.

Conor clenched his fists even tighter.

Then the monster leapt forward to make Harry see.
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P U N I S H M E N T

“I don’t even know what to say.” The headmistress 

made an exasperated sound and shook her head. 

“What can I possibly say to you, Conor?”

Conor kept his eyes on the carpet, which was 

the color of spilled wine. Miss Kwan was there, too, 

sitting behind him, as i f  he might try to escape. He 

sensed rather than saw the headmistress lean forward. 

She was older than Miss Kwan. And somehow twice 

as scary.

“You put him in the hospital, Conor,” she said. 

“You broke his arm, his nose, and I’ll bet his teeth are 

never going to look that pretty again. His parents are 

threatening to sue the school and file charges against 

you.”



Conor looked up at that.

“They were a little hysterical, Conor,” Miss Kwan 

said behind him, “and I don’t blame them. I explained 

what’s been going on, though. That he had been 

regularly bullying you and that your circumstances 

were . . .  special.”

Conor winced at the word.

“It was actually the bullying part that scared them 

off,” Miss Kwan said, scorn in her voice. “Doesn’t look 

good to prospective universities these days, appar

ently, accusations of bullying.”

“But that's not the point!” the headmistress said, 

so loud she made both Conor and Miss Kwan jump. 

“I can’t even make sense of what actually happened.” 

She looked at some papers on her desk, reports from 

teachers and other students, Conor guessed. “I ’m not 

even sure how one boy could have caused so much 

damage by himself.”

Conor had felt what the monster was doing to Harry, 

felt it in his own hands. When the monster gripped
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Harry’s shirt, Conor felt the material against his own 

palms. When the monster struck a blow, Conor felt 

the sting o f it in his own fist. When the monster held 

Harry’s arm behind his back, Conor had felt Harry’s 

muscles resisting.

Resisting, but not winning.

Because how could a boy beat a monster?

He remembered all the screaming and running. 

He remembered the other kids fleeing to get teachers. 

He remembered the circle around him opening wider 

and wider as the monster told the story o f all that 

he’d done for the invisible man.

Never invisible again, the monster kept saying as 

he pummeled Harry. Never invisible again.

There came a point when Harry stopped trying 

to fight back, when the blows from the monster were 

too strong, too many, too fast, when he began begging 

the monster to stop.

Never invisible again, the monster said, finally 

letting up, its huge branch-like fists curled tight as 

a clap of thunder.

It turned to Conor.
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But there are harder things than being invisible, 

it said.

And it vanished, leaving Conor standing alone 

over the shivering, bleeding Harry.

Everyone in the dining hall was staring at Conor 

now. Everyone could see him, all eyes looking his way. 

There was silence in the room, too much silence for 

so many kids, and for a moment, before the teachers 

broke it up-where had they been? Had the monster 

kept them from seeing? Or had it really been so short 

an amount of time?-you could hear the wind rushing 

in an open window, a wind that dropped a few small, 

spiky leaves to the floor.

Then there were adult hands on Conor, dragging 

him away.

“What do you have to say for yourself?” the head

mistress asked.

Conor shrugged.

“I’m going to need more than that,” she said. “You 

seriously hurt him.”
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“It wasn’t me,” Conor mumbled.

“What was that?” she said sharply.

“It wasn’t me,” Conor said, more clearly. “It was 

the monster who did it.”

“The monster,” the headmistress said.

“I didn’t even touch Harry.”

The headmistress made a wedge shape with her 

fingertips and placed her elbows on her desk. She 

glanced at Miss Kwan.

“An entire dining hall saw you hitting Harry, 

Conor,” Miss Kwan said. “They saw you knocking 

him down. They saw you pushing him over a table. 

They saw you banging his head against the floor.” 

Miss Kwan leaned forward. “They heard you yelling 

about being seen. About not being invisible anymore.” 

Conor flexed his hands slowly. They were sore 

again. Just like after the destruction of his grandma’s 

sitting room.

“I can understand how angry you must be,” Miss 

Kwan said, her voice getting slightly softer. “I mean, 

we haven’t even been able to reach any kind of parent 

or guardian for you.”
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“My dad flew back to America,” Conor said. 

“And my grandmas started keeping her phone on 

silent so she won’t wake up Mum.” He scratched the 

back of his hand. “Grandma’ll probably call you back, 

though.”

The headmistress sat back heavily in her chair. 

“School rules dictate immediate expulsion,” she said.

Conor felt his stomach sink, felt his whole body 

droop under a ton of extra weight.

But then he realized it was drooping because the 

weight had been removed.

Understanding flooded him, relief did, too, so 

powerful it almost made him cry, right there in the 

headmistress’s office.

He was going to be punished. It was finally going 

to happen. Everything was going to make sense again. 

She was going to expel him.

Punishment was coming.

Thank God. Thank God-

“But how could I do that?” the headmistress said.

Conor froze.

“How could I do that and still call myself a 
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teacher?” she said. “With all that you’re going 

through.” She frowned. “With all that we know about 

Harry.” She shook her head slightly. “There will come 

a day when we’ll talk about this, Conor O’Malley. 

And we will, believe me.” She started gathering the 

papers on her desk. “But today is not that day.” She 

gave him a last look. “You have bigger things to think 

about.”

It took Conor a moment to realize it was over. 

That this was it. This was all he was going to get.

“You’re not punishing me?” he said.

The headmistress gave him a grim smile, almost 

kind, and then she said almost exactly the same thing 

his father had said. “What purpose could that pos

sibly serve?”

Miss Kwan walked him back to his class. The two 

pupils they passed in the corridor backed up against 

the wall to let him go by.

His classroom fell silent when he opened the 

door, and no one, including the teacher, said a word
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as he made his way back to his desk. Lily, at the desk 

beside him, looked like she was going to say some

thing. But she didn’t.

No one spoke to him for the rest of the day.

There are worse things than being invisible, the 

monster had said, and it was right.

Conor was no longer invisible. They all saw him 

now.

But he was further away than ever.
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A N O T E

A  few days passed. Then a few more. It was hard 

to tell exactly how many. They all seemed to be one 

big, gray day to Conor. He’d get up in the morn

ing and his grandma wouldn’t talk to him, not even 

about the phone call from the headmistress. He’d go 

to school, and no one would talk to him there either. 

He’d visit his mum in the hospital, and she’d be too 

tired to talk to him. His dad would phone, and he’d 

have nothing to say.

There was no sign of the monster either, not since 

the attack on Harry, even though it was supposed 

to be time for Conor to tell a story in return. Every 

night, Conor waited. Every night, it didn’t appear.



Maybe because it knew Conor didn’t know what story 

to tell. Or that Conor did know, but would refuse.

Eventually, Conor would fall asleep, and the 

nightmare would come. It came every time he slept 

now, and worse than before, if that was possible. He’d 

wake up shouting three or four times a night, once so 

bad his grandma knocked on his door to see if he was 

all right.

She didn’t come in, though.

The weekend arrived and was spent at the hos

pital, though his mum’s new medicine was taking its 

time to work and meanwhile she had developed an 

infection in her lungs. Her pain had gotten worse, 

too, so she spent most o f the time either asleep or 

not making a lot of sense because of the painkillers. 

Conor’s grandma would send him out when she 

was like that, and he got so familiar with wandering 

around the hospital he once correctly took a lost old 

woman to the X-ray department.

Lily and her mum came to visit on the weekend, 

too, but he made sure he spent the whole time they 

were there reading magazines in the gift shop.
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Then, somehow, he was back at school again. As 

incredible as it seemed, time kept moving forward for 

the rest of the world.

The rest o f the world that wasn’t waiting.

Mrs. Marl was handing back the Life Writing home

work. To everyone who had a life, anyway. Conor just 

sat at his desk, chin in hand, looking at the clock. It 

was still two and a half hours until 12:07. Not that 

it would probably matter. He was beginning to think 

the monster was gone for good.

Someone else who wouldn’t talk to him, then.

“Hey,” he heard, whispered in his general vicin

ity. Making fun of him no doubt. Look at Conor 

O’Malley, just sitting there like a lump. What a 

freak.

“Hey” he heard again, this time more insistent.

He realized it was someone whispering to him.

Lily was sitting across the aisle, where she’d 

sat throughout all the years they’d been in school
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together. She kept looking up at Mrs. Marl, but her 

fingers were slyly holding out a note.

A  note for Conor.

“Take it,” she whispered out of the side of her 

mouth, gesturing with the note.

Conor looked to see if Mrs. Marl was watching, 

but she was too busy expressing mild disappointment 

that Sully s life had an awfully close resemblance to 

a particular insect-based superhero. Conor reached 

across the aisle and took the note.

It was folded what seemed like a couple of hun

dred times, and getting it open was like untying a 

knot. He gave Lily an irritated look, but she was still 

pretending to watch the teacher.

Conor flattened the note on his desk and read it. 

For all the folding, it was only four lines long.

Four lines, and the world went quiet.

I'm sorry for telling everyone about your mum, read 

the first line.

1 79



I  miss being your friend, read the second.

Are you okay ? read the third.

I  see you, read the fourth, with the I  underlined 

about a hundred times.

He read it again. And again.

He looked back over to Lily, who was busy receiv

ing all kinds o f praise from Mrs. Marl, but he could 

see that she was blushing furiously, and not just 

because of what Mrs. Marl was saying.

Mrs. Marl moved on, passing lightly over Conor.

When she was gone, Lily looked at him. Looked 

him right in the eye.

And she was right. She saw him, really saw him.

He had to swallow before he could speak.

“Lily-” he started to say, but the door to the 

classroom opened and the school secretary entered, 

beckoning to Mrs. Marl and whispering something 

to her.

They both turned to look at Conor.
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1 0 0  Y E A R S

Conor’s grandma stopped outside his mum’s hospital 

room.

“Aren’t you coming in?” Conor asked.

She shook her head. “I’ll be down in the waiting 

room,” she said, and left him to enter on his own.

He had a sour feeling in his stomach at what he 

might find inside. They’d never pulled him out of 

school before, not in the middle of the day, not even 

when she was hospitalized last Easter.

Questions raced through his mind.

Questions he ignored.

He pushed open the door, fearing the worst.

But his mum was awake, her bed in its sitting- 

up position. What’s more, she was smiling, and for a



second, Conor’s heart leapt. The treatment must have 

worked. The yew tree had healed her. The monster 

had done it—

Then he saw that the smile didn’t match her eyes. 

She was happy to see him, but she was frightened, 

too. And sad. And more tired than he’d ever seen her, 

which was saying something.

And they wouldn’t have pulled him out of school 

to tell him she was feeling a little bit better.

“Hi, son,” she said, and when she said it, her eyes 

filled and he could hear the thickness in her voice.

Conor could feel himself slowly starting to get 

very, very angry.

“Come here,” she said, tapping the bedcovers next 

to her.

He didn’t sit there, though, slumping instead in a 

chair next to her bed.

“How’re you doing, sweetheart?” she asked, her 

voice faint, her breath even shakier than it had been 

yesterday. There seemed to be more tubes invading
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her today, giving her medicines and air and who knew 

what else? She wasn’t wearing a scarf, and her head 

was bare and white in the room’s fluorescent lights. 

Conor felt an almost irresistible urge to find some

thing to cover it, protect it, before anyone saw how 

vulnerable it was.

“What’s going on?” he asked. “Why did Grandma 

get me out of school?”

“I wanted to see you,” she said, “and the way the 

morphine’s been sending me off to Cloud Cuckoo 

Land, I didn’t know if I’d have the chance later.”

Conor crossed his arms tightly in front o f himself. 

“You’re awake in the evenings sometimes,” he said. 

“You could have seen me tonight.”

He knew he was asking a question. He knew she 

knew it, too.

And so he knew when she spoke again that she 

was giving him an answer.

“I wanted to see you now, Conor,” she said, and 

again her voice was thick and her eyes were wet.

“This is the talk, isn’t it?” Conor said, far more 

sharply than he’d wanted to. “This is . . . ”
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He didn’t finish the sentence.

“Look at me, son,” she said, because he’d been 

staring at the floor. Slowly, he looked back up to her. 

She was giving the super-tired smile, and he saw how 

deeply pressed into her pillows she was, like she didn’t 

even have the strength to raise her head. He realized 

that they’d raised the bed because she wouldn’t have 

been able to look at him otherwise.

She took a deep breath to speak, which set her off 

into a terrible, heavy-sounding coughing fit. It took a 

few long moments before she could finally talk again.

“I spoke to the doctor this morning,” she said, 

her voice weak. “The new treatment isn’t working, 

Conor.”

“The one from the yew tree?”

“Yes.”

Conor frowned. “How can it not be working?”

His mum swallowed. “Things have moved just 

too fast. It was a faint hope. And now there’s this 

infection-”

“But how can it not be working?” Conor said 

again, almost like he was asking someone else.
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“I know,” his mum said, her sad smile still there. 

“Looking at that yew tree every day, it felt like I had 

a friend out there who’d help me if things got to their 

worst.”

Conor still had his arms crossed. “But it didn't 

help.”

His mum shook her head slightly. She had a wor

ried look on her face, and Conor understood that she 

was worried about him.

“So what happens now?” Conor asked. “What’s 

the next treatment?”

She didn’t answer. Which was an answer in itself.

Conor said it out loud anyway. “There aren’t any 

more treatments.”

“I’m sorry, son,” his mum said, tears sneaking out 

o f her eyes now, even though she kept up her smile. 

“I’ve never been more sorry about anything in my life.”

Conor looked at the floor again. He felt like he 

couldn’t breathe, like the nightmare was squeezing 

the breath right out of him. “You said it would work,” 

he said, his voice catching.

“I know.”
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“You said. You believed it would work.”

“I know.”

“You lied,” Conor said, looking back up at her. 

“You’ve been lying this whole time.”

“I did believe it would work,” she said. “It’s prob

ably what’s kept me here so long, Conor. Believing it 

so you would.”

His mother reached for his hand, but he moved 

it away.

“You lied,” he said again.

“I think, deep in your heart, you’ve always known,” 

his mother said. “Haven’t you?”

Conor didn’t answer her.

“It’s okay that you’re angry, sweetheart,” she said. 

“It really, really is.” She gave a little laugh. “I’m pretty 

angry, too, to tell you the truth. But I want you to 

know this, Conor, it’s important that you listen to me. 

Are you listening?”

She reached out for him again. After a second, 

he let her take his hand, but her grip was so weak, 

so weak.

“You be as angry as you need to be,” she said. “Don’t
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let anyone tell you otherwise. Not your grandma, not 

your dad, no one. And if you need to break things, 

then by God, you break them good and hard.”

He couldn’t look at her. He just couldn't.

“And if, one day,” she said, really crying now, “you 

look back and you feel bad for being so angry, if you 

feel bad for being so angry at me that you couldn’t 

even speak to me, then you have to know, Conor, 

you have to know that it was okay. It was okay. That 

I knew. I know, okay? I know everything you need 

to tell me without you having to say it out loud. 

All right?”

He still couldn’t look at her. He couldn’t raise his 

head, it felt so heavy. He was bent in two, like he was 

being torn right through his middle.

But he nodded.

He heard her sigh a long, wheezy breath, and he 

could hear the relief in it, as well as the exhaustion. 

“I ’m sorry, son,” she said. “I’m going to need more 

painkillers.”
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He let go of her hand. She reached over and 

pressed the button on the machine the hospital had 

given her, which administered painkillers so strong 

she was never able to stay awake after she took them. 

When she finished, she took his hand again.

“I wish I had a hundred years,” she said, very 

quietly. “A hundred years I could give to you.”

He didn’t answer her. A  few seconds later, the 

medicine had sent her to sleep, but it didn’t matter. 

They’d had the talk.

There was nothing more to say.

“Conor?” his grandma said, poking her head in the 

door sometime later, Conor didn’t know how long.

“I want to go home,” he said, quietly.

Conor-

“My home,” he said, raising his head, his eyes red, 

with grief, with shame, with anger. “The one with the 

yew tree.”
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W H A T ' S  T H E  U S E  OF  Y O U ?

“I’m going back to the hospital, Conor,” his grandma 

said, dropping him off at his house. “I don’t like 

leaving her like this. What do you need that’s so 

important?”

“There’s something I have to do,” Conor said, 

looking at the home where he’d spent his entire life. 

It seemed empty and foreign, even though it wasn’t 

very long since he’d left.

He realized it would probably never be his home 

again.

“I’ll be back in an hour to get you,” his grandma 

said. “We’ll have dinner at the hospital.”

Conor wasn’t listening. He was already shutting 

the car door behind him.



“One hour,” his grandma called to him through 

the closed door. “You’re going to want to be there 

tonight.”

Conor kept on walking up his own front steps.

“Conor?” his grandma called after him. But he 

didn’t look back.

He barely heard her pull the car out onto the 

street and drive away.

Inside, the house smelled of dust and stale air. He 

didn’t even bother shutting the door behind him. 

He headed straight through to the kitchen and 

looked out of the window.

There was the church on the rise. There was the 

yew tree standing guard over its cemetery.

Conor went out across his backyard. He hopped 

up on the garden table where his mum used to drink 

Pimm’s in the summer, and he lifted himself up 

and over the back fence. He hadn’t done this since 

he was a little, little kid, so long ago it had been his 

father who’d punished him for it. The break in the
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barbed wire by the railway line was still there, and he 

squeezed through, tearing his shirt, not caring.

He crossed the tracks, barely checking to see if a 

train was coming, climbed another fence, and found 

himself at the base of the hill leading up to the 

church. He hopped over the low stone wall that sur

rounded it and climbed up through the tombstones, 

all the while keeping the tree in his sights.

And all the while, it stayed a tree.

Conor began to run.

“Wake up!” he started shouting before he even 

reached it. “W AKE UP!”

He got to the trunk and started kicking it. “I said, 

wake up I don’t care what time it is!”

He kicked it again.

And harder.

And once more.

And the tree stepped out of the way, so quickly 

that Conor lost his balance and fell.

You will do yourself harm if  you keep that up, the 

monster said, looming over him.
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“It didn’t work!” Conor shouted, getting to his feet. 

“You said the yew tree would heal her, but it didn’t!”

I  said if  she could be healed, the yew tree would do it, 

the monster said. It seems that she could not.

Anger rose even higher in Conor’s chest, thump

ing his heart against his rib cage. He attacked the 

monster’s legs, battering the bark with his hands, 

bringing up bruises almost immediately. “Heal her! 

You have to heal her!”

Conor, the monster said.

“What’s the use of you if you can’t heal her?” 

Conor said, pounding away. “Just stupid stories and 

getting me into trouble and everyone looking at me 

like I’ve got a disease-”

He stopped because the monster had reached 

down a hand and plucked him into the air.

You are the one who called me, Conor O’Malley, it 

said, looking at him seriously. You are the one with the 

answers to these questions.

“If  I called you,” Conor said, his face boiling red, 

tears he was hardly aware of streaming angrily down 

his cheeks, “it was to save her! It was to heal her!”
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There was a rustling through the monsters leaves, 

like the wind stirring them in a long, slow sigh.

I  did not come to heal her,; the monster said. 1 came 

to heal you.

“Me?” Conor said, stopping his squirming in the 

monsters hand. " I don’t need healing. My mum’s the 

one who’s . . . ”

But he couldn’t say it. Even now he couldn’t say 

it. Even though they’d had the talk. Even though he’d 

known it all along. Because of course he had, of course 

he did, no matter how much he’d wanted to believe 

it wasn’t true, of course he knew. But still he couldn’t 

say it.

Couldn’t say that she w as-

He was still crying furiously and finding it hard 

to breathe. He felt like he was splitting open, like his 

body was twisting apart.

He looked back up at the monster. “Help me,” he 

said, quietly.

It is time, the monster said, for the fourth tale.
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Conor let out an angry yell. “No! That’s not what I 

meant! There are more important things happening!” 

Yes, the monster said. Yes, there are.

It opened its free hand.

The mist surrounded them again.

And once more, they were in the middle of the 

nightmare.
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T H E  F O U R T H  T AL E

Even held in the monster’s huge, strong hand, Conor 

could feel the terror seeping into him, could feel the 

blackness of it all start to fill his lungs and choke 

them, could feel his stomach beginning to fall—

“No!” he shouted, squirming some more, but the 

monster held him tight. “No! Please!”

The hill, the church, the graveyard were all 

gone, even the sun had disappeared, leaving them 

in the middle of a cold darkness, one that had fol

lowed Conor ever since his mother had first been 

hospitalized, from before that when she’d started the 

treatments that made her lose her hair, from before 

that when she’d had a flu that didn’t go away until 

she went to a doctor and it wasn’t the flu at all, from



before even that when she’d started to complain about 

how tired she was feeling, ever since before all that, 

ever since forever,; it felt like, the nightmare had been 

there, stalking him, surrounding him, cutting him off, 

making him alone.

It felt like he’d never been anywhere else.

“Get me out of here!” he yelled. “Please!”

It is time, the monster said again,for the fourth tale.

“I don’t know any tales!” Conor said, his mind 

lurching with fear.

I f  you do not tell it, the monster said, I  shall have to 

tell it for you. It held Conor up closer to its face. And 

believe me when I  say, you do not want that.

“Please,” Conor said again. “I have to get back to 

my mum.”

But, the monster said, turning across the black

ness, she is already here.

The monster set him down abruptly, almost dropping 

him to the earth, and Conor stumbled forward.

He recognized the cold ground under his hands,
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recognized the clearing he was in, bordered on three 

sides by a dark and impenetrable forest, recognized 

the fourth side, a cliff, flying off into even further 

blackness.

And on the cliff’s edge, his mum.

She had her back to him, but she was looking 

over her shoulder, smiling. She looked as weak as she 

had in the hospital, but she gave him a small wave.

“Mum!” Conor yelled, feeling too heavy to stand, 

as he did every time the nightmare began. “You have 

to get out of here!”

His mum didn’t move, though she looked a little 

worried at what he’d said.

Conor dragged himself forward, straining at the 

effort. “Mum, you have to run!”

“I’m fine, darling,” she said. “There’s nothing to 

worry about.”

“Mum, run! Please, run!”

“But darling, there’s

She stopped and turned back to the cliff’s edge, as 

if she’d heard something.

“No,” Conor whispered to himself. He pulled
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himself forward some more, but she was too far, too 

far to reach in time, and he felt so heavy -

There was a low sound from below the cliff. A 

rumbling, booming noise.

Like something big was moving down below. 

Something bigger than the world.

And it was climbing up the cliff face.

“Conor?” his mum asked, looking back at him. 

But Conor knew. It was too late.

The real monster was coming.

“Mum!” Conor shouted, forcing himself to his feet, 

pushing against the invisible weight pressing down 

on him. “M U M !”

“Conor!” his mum shouted, backing away from 

the cliff’s edge.

But the booming was getting louder. And louder. 

And louder still.

“M U M !”

He knew he wouldn’t get there in time.

Because with a roar, a cloud of burning darkness
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lifted two giant fists over the cliff top. They hovered 

in the air for a long moment, over his mum as she 

tried to scramble back.

But she was too weak, much too weak-

And the fists rushed down together in a violent 

pounce and grabbed her, pulling her over the edge of 

the cliff.

And at last, Conor could run. With a shout, he 

broke across the clearing, running so fast he nearly 

toppled over, and he threw himself toward her, toward 

her out-reaching hands as the dark fists pulled her 

over the edge.

And his hands caught hers.

This was the nightmare. This was the nightmare 

that woke him up screaming every night. This was it 

happening, right now, right here.

He was on the cliff edge, bracing himself, holding 

on to his mother’s hands with all his strength, trying 

to keep her from being pulled down into the black

ness, pulled down by the creature below the cliff.

199



Who he could see all of now.

The real monster, the one he was properly afraid 

of, the one he’d expected to see when the yew tree 

first showed up, the real, nightmare monster, formed 

of cloud and ash and dark flames, but with real 

muscle, real strength, real red eyes that glared back 

at him and flashing teeth that would eat his mother 

alive. I ’ve seen worse, Conor had told the yew tree that 

first night.

And here was the worse thing.

“Help me, Conor!” his mum yelled. “Don’t let go!”

“I won’t!” Conor yelled back. “I promise!”

The nightmare monster gave a roar and pulled 

harder, its fists straining around his mother’s body.

And she began to slip from Conor’s grasp.

“No!” he called.

His mum screamed in terror. “Please, Conor! 

Hold on to me!”

“I will!” Conor yelled. He turned back to the yew 

tree, standing there, not moving. “Help me! I can’t 

hold on to her!”

But it just stood there, watching.
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“Conor!” his mum yelled.

And her hands were slipping.

“Conor!” she yelled again.

“Mum!” he cried, gripping tighter.

But they were slipping from his grasp, and she 

was getting heavier and heavier, the nightmare mon

ster pulling harder and harder.

“I’m slipping!” his mum yelled.

“NO!” he cried.

He fell forward onto his chest from the weight of 

her and the nightmare’s fists pulling on her.

She screamed again.

And again.

And she was so heavy, impossibly so.

“Please,” Conor whispered to himself. “Please. ” 

And here, he heard the yew tree say behind him, is 

the fourth tale.

“Shut up!” Conor shouted. “Help me!”

Here is the truth of Conor O'Malley.

And his mother was screaming.

And she was slipping.

It was so hard to hold on to her.
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It is now or never,; the yew tree said. You must speak 

the truth.

“No!” Conor said, his voice breaking.

You must.

“No!” Conor said again, looking down into his 

mother’s face-

As the truth came all of a sudden-

As the nightmare reached its most perfect 

moment-

“No!” Conor screamed one more time-

And his mother fell.
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TH E R E S T  OF  

THE  F O U R T H  TALE

This was the moment when he usually woke up. 

When she fell, screaming, out of his grasp, into the 

abyss, taken by the nightmare, lost forever, this was 

where he usually sat up in his bed, covered in sweat, 

his heart beating so fast he thought he might die.

But he didn’t wake up.

The nightmare still surrounded him. The yew 

tree still stood behind him.

The tale is not yet told, it said.

“Take me out o f here,’’ Conor said, getting shakily 

to his feet. “I need to see my mum.”

She is no longer here, Conor,; his original monster 

said. You let her go.



“This is just a nightmare,” Conor said, panting 

hard. “This isn’t the truth.”

It is the truth, said the monster. You know it is. You 

let her go.

“She fell,” Conor said. “I couldn’t hold on to her 

anymore. She got so heavy”

And so you let her go.

“She fe ll'” Conor said, his voice rising, almost 

in desperation. The filth and ash that had taken his 

mum was returning up the cliff face in tendrils of 

smoke, smoke that he couldn’t help but breathe in. It 

entered his mouth and his nose like air, filling him up, 

choking him. He had to fight to even breathe.

You let her go, said the monster.

“I didn’t let her go!” Conor shouted, his voice 

cracking. “She fell!”

You must tell the truth or you will never leave this 

nightmare, the monster said, looming dangerously 

over him now, its voice scarier than Conor had ever 

heard it. You will be trapped here alone for the rest of 

your life.

“Please let me go!” Conor yelled, trying to back
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away. He called out in terror when he saw that the 

tendrils of the nightmare had wrapped themselves 

around his legs. They tripped him to the ground and 

started wrapping themselves around his arms, too. 

“Help me!”

Speak the truth! the monster said, its voice stern 

and terrifying now. Speak the truth or stay here forever.

“What truth?” Conor yelled, desperately fighting 

the tendrils. “I don’t know what you mean!”

The monster’s face suddenly surged out of the 

blackness, inches away from Conor’s.

You do know, it said, low and threatening.

And there was a sudden quiet.

Because, yes, Conor knew.

He had always known.

The truth.

The real truth. The truth from the nightmare. 

“No,” he said, quietly, as the blackness started 

wrapping itself around his neck. “No, I can’t.”

You must.
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“I cant” Conor said again.

You can, said the monster, and there was a change 

in its voice. A  note of something.

O f kindness.

Conor’s eyes were filling now. Tears were tum

bling down his cheeks and he couldn’t stop them, 

couldn’t even wipe them away because the night

mare’s tendrils were binding him now, had nearly 

taken him over completely.

“Please don’t make me,” Conor said. “Please don’t 

make me say it.”

You let her go, the monster said.

Conor shook his head. “Please-”

You let her go, the monster said again.

Conor closed his eyes tightly.

But then he nodded.

You could have held on for longer, the monster said, 

but you let her fall. You loosened your grip and let the 

nightmare take her.

Conor nodded again, his face scrunched up with 

pain and weeping.

You wanted her to fall.
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“No,” Conor said through thick tears.

You wanted her to go.

“No!”

You must speak the truth and you must speak it now, 

Conor O'Malley. Say it. You must.

Conor shook his head again, his mouth clamped 

shut tight, but he could feel a burning in his chest, 

like a fire someone had lit there, a miniature sun, 

blazing away and burning him from the inside.

“It’ll kill me if I do,” he gasped.

It will kill you i f  you do not, the monster said. You 

must say it.

" I can t."

You let her go. Why f

The blackness was wrapping itself around Conor’s 

eyes now, plugging his nose and overwhelming his 

mouth. He was gasping for breath and not getting it. 

It was suffocating him. It was killing him -

Why, Conor? the monster said fiercely. Tell me 

WHY! Before it is too late!

And the fire in Conor’s chest suddenly blazed, 

suddenly burned like it would eat him alive. It was the
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truth, he knew it was. A  moan started in his throat, a 

moan that rose into a cry and then a loud wordless 

yell and he opened his mouth and the fire came blaz

ing out, blazing out to consume everything, bursting 

over the blackness, over the yew tree, too, setting it 

ablaze along with the rest of the world, burning it 

back as Conor yelled and yelled and yelled, in pain 

and grief-

And he spoke the words.

He spoke the truth.

He told the rest of the fourth tale.

“I cant stand it anymore!” he cried out as the fire 

raged around him. “I cant stand knowing that she’ll 

go! I just want it to be over! I want it to be finished!”

And then the fire ate the world, wiping away 

everything, wiping him away with it.

He welcomed it with relief, because it was, at last, 

the punishment he deserved.
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L I FE  A F T E R  D E A T H

Conor opened his eyes. He was lying on the grass on 

the hill above his house.

He was still alive.

Which was the worst thing that could have 

happened.

“Why didn’t it kill me?” he groaned, holding his 

face in his hands. “I deserve the worst.”

Do you? the monster asked, standing above him.

“I’ve been thinking it for the longest time,” Conor 

said slowly, painfully, struggling to get the words 

out. “I’ve known forever she wasn’t going to make it, 

almost from the beginning. She said she was getting 

better because that’s what I wanted to hear. And I 

believed her. Except I didn’t.”



No, the monster said.

Conor swallowed, still struggling. “And I started 

to think how much I wanted it to be over. How much 

I just wanted to stop having to think about it. How I 

couldn’t stand the waiting anymore. I couldn’t stand 

how alone it made me feel.”

He really began to cry now, more than he thought 

he’d ever done, more even than when he found out 

his mum was ill.

And apart of you wished it would just end, said the 

monster, even i f  it meant losing her.

Conor nodded, barely able to speak.

And the nightmare began. The nightmare that 

always ended with -

“I let her go,” Conor choked out. “I could have 

held on but I let her go.”

And that, the monster said, is the truth.

“I didn’t mean it, though!” Conor said, his voice 

rising. “I didn’t mean to let her go! And now it’s for 

real! Now she’s going to die and it’s my fault!”

And that, the monster said, is not the truth at all.
•  •  •
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Conor’s grief was a physical thing, gripping him like 

a clamp, clenching him tight as a muscle. He could 

barely breathe from the sheer effort o f it, and he sank 

to the ground again, wishing it would just take him, 

once and for all.

He faintly felt the huge hands of the monster pick 

him up, forming a little nest to hold him. He was only 

vaguely aware of the leaves and branches twisting 

around him, softening and widening to let him lie back.

“It’s my fault,” Conor said. “I let her go. It’s my 

fault.”

It is not your fault, the monster said, its voice float

ing in the air around him like a breeze.
u r .  • j jIt IS.

You were merely wishing for the end of pain, the 

monster said. Your own pain. An end to how it isolated 

you. It is the most human wish of all.

“I didn’t mean it,” Conor said.

You did\ the monster said, but you also did not.

Conor sniffed and looked up to its face, which was 

as big as a wall in front of him. “How can both be true?”

Because humans are complicated beasts, the monster
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said. How can a queen be both a good witch and a bad 

witch? How can a prince be a murderer and a saviour? 

How can an apothecary be evil-tempered but right- 

thinking? How can a parson be wrong-thinking but 

good-hearted? How can invisible men make themselves 

more lonely by being seen?

“I don’t know,” Conor shrugged, exhausted. “Your 

stories never made any sense to me.”

The answer is that it does not matter what you think, 

the monster said, because your mind will contradict 

itself a hundred times each day. You wanted her to go at 

the same time you were desperate for me to save her. Your 

mind will believe comforting lies while also knowing the 

painful truths that make those lies necessary. And your 

mind will punish you for believing both.

“But how do you fight it?” Conor asked, his voice 

rough. “How do you fight all the different stuff inside?”

By speaking the truth, the monster said. As you 

spoke it ju st now.

Conor thought again of his mother’s hands, of the 

grip as he let go -

Stop this, Conor O'Malley, the monster said, gently.
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This is why I  came walking, to tell you this so that you 

may heal. You must listen.

Conor swallowed again. “I’m listening.”

You do not write your life with words, the monster 

said. You write it with actions. What you think is not 

important. It is only important what you do.

There was a long silence as Conor re-caught his 

breath.

“So what do I do?” he finally asked.

You do what you did just now, the monster said. You 

speak the truth.

“That’s it?”

You think it is easy?  The monster raised two enor

mous eyebrows. You were willing to die rather than 

speak it.

Conor looked down at his hands, finally unclench

ing them. “Because what I thought was so wrong.”

It was not wrong, the monster said, It was only a 

thought, one of a million. It was not an action.

Conor let out a long, long breath, still thick.
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But he wasn’t choking. The nightmare wasn’t fill

ing him up, squeezing his chest, dragging him down.

In fact, he didn’t feel the nightmare there at all.

“I’m so tired,” Conor said, putting his head in his 

hands. “I’m so tired of all this.”

Then sleepy said the monster. There is time.

“Is there?” Conor mumbled, suddenly unable to 

keep his eyes open.

The monster changed the shape of its hands even 

further, making the nest of leaves Conor was lying on 

even more comfortable.

“I need to see my mum,” he protested.

You will, the monster said. I  promise.

Conor opened his eyes. “Will you be there?”

Yes, the monster said. It will be the final steps of my 

walking.

Conor felt himself drifting off, the tide of sleep 

pulling against him so hard he couldn’t resist it.

But before he went, he could feel one last ques

tion bubbling up.

“Why do you always come at 12:07?” he asked.

He was asleep before the monster could answer.

2 1 4



S O M E T H I N G  IN C O M M O N

“Oh, thank God!”

The words filtered in before Conor was even 

properly awake.

“Conor!” he heard, and then stronger. “Conor!”

His grandma’s voice.

He opened his eyes, sitting up slowly. Night had 

fallen. How long had he been asleep? He looked 

around. He was still on the hill behind his house, 

nestled in the roots of the yew tree towering over 

him. He looked up. It was just a tree.

But he could swear that it also wasn’t.

“CO N O R!”

His grandma was running from the direction of 

the church, and he could see her car parked on the



road beyond, its lights on, its engine running. He 

stood as she ran to him, her face filled with annoyance 

and relief and something he recognized with a sink

ing stomach.

“Oh, thank God, thank G O D !” she shouted as 

she reached him.

And then she did a surprising thing.

She grabbed him in a hug so hard they both 

nearly fell over. Only Conor catching them on the 

tree trunk stopped them. Then she let him go and 

really started shouting.

“Where have you BEEN ?!” she practically 

screamed. “I’ve been searching for H O URS! I’ve 

been F R A N T IC , Conor! W H A T T H E  H E L L  

W E R E  YOU T H IN K IN G ?”

“There was something I needed to do,” Conor 

said, but she was already pulling on his arm.

“No time,” she said. “We have to go! We have to 

go now!”

She let go of him and actually sprinted, back to 

her car, which was such a troubling thing to see that 

Conor ran after her almost automatically, jumping
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in the passenger side and not even getting the door 

closed before she drove off with a screech of tires.

He didn’t dare ask why they were hurrying.

“Conor,” his grandma said as the car raced down the 

road at alarming speed. It was only when he looked at 

her that he saw how much she was crying. Shaking, 

too. “Conor, you just can’t . . . ” She shook some more, 

then he saw her grip the steering wheel even harder.

“Grandma-” he started to say.

“Don’t,” she said. “Just don’t.”

They drove in silence for a while, sailing through 

stop signs with barely a look. Conor rechecked his 

seatbelt.

“Grandma?” Conor asked, bracing himself as they 

flew over a bump.

She kept speeding on.

“I’m sorry,” he said, quietly.

She laughed at this, a sad, thick laugh. She shook 

her head. “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “It doesn’t matter.”

“It doesn’t?”
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“O f course it doesn’t,” she said, and she started to 

cry again. But she wasn’t the kind of grandma who 

was going to let crying get in the way of her talking. 

“You know, Conor?” she said. “You and me? Not the 

most natural fit, are we?”

“No,” Conor said. “I guess not.”

“I guess not either.” She tore around a corner so 

fast, Conor had to grab on to the door handle to stay 

upright.

“But were going to have to learn, you know,” she 

said.

Conor swallowed. “I know.”

His grandma made a little sobbing noise. “You do 

know, don’t you?” she said. “O f course you do.”

She coughed to clear her throat as she quickly 

looked both ways at an approaching crossroads before 

driving right through the red light. Conor wondered 

how late it was. There was hardly any traffic around.

“But you know what, grandson?” his grandma 

said. “We have something in common.”

“We do?” Conor asked, as the hospital lurched 

into view down the road.
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“Oh, yes,” his grandma said, pressing even harder 

on the accelerator, and he saw that her tears were still 

coming.

“What’s that?” he asked.

She pulled into the first empty spot she saw on 

the road near the hospital, running her car up onto 

the curb with a thudding stop.

“Your mum,” she said, looking at him full on. 

“That’s what we have in common.”

Conor didn’t say anything.

But he knew what she meant. His mum was 

her daughter. And she was the most important per

son either of them knew. That was a lot to have in 

common.

It was certainly a place to start.

His grandma turned off the engine and opened 

her door. “We have to hurry,” she said.

2 1 9



T H E  T R U T H

His grandma burst into his mums hospital room 

ahead of him with a terrible question on her face. 

But there was a nurse inside who answered immedi

ately. “It’s okay,” she said. “You’re in time.”

His grandma put her hands to her mouth and let 

out a cry of relief.

“I see you found him,” the nurse said, looking at 

Conor.

“Yes,” was all his grandma said.

Both she and Conor were looking at his mum. 

The room was mostly dark, just a light on over her 

bed where she lay. Her eyes were closed, and her 

breathing sounded like there was a weight on her



chest. The nurse left them with her, and his grandma 

sat down in the chair on the other side of his mum’s 

bed, leaning forward to pick up one of his mum’s 

hands. She held it in her own, kissing it and rocking 

back and forth.

“Ma?” he heard. It was his own mum talking, her 

voice so thick and low it was almost impossible to 

understand.

“I’m here, darling,” his grandma said, still holding 

his mum’s hand. “Conor’s here, too.”

“Is he?” his mum slurred, not opening her eyes.

His grandma looked at him in a way that told 

him to say something.

“I’m here, Mum,” he said.

His mum didn’t say anything, just reached out the 

hand closest to him.

Asking for him to take it.

Take it and not let go.

Here is the end of the tale, the monster said behind 

him.
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“What do I do?” Conor whispered.

He felt the monster place its hands on his shoul

ders. Somehow they were small enough to feel like 

they were holding him up.

All you have to do is tell the truth, the monster said.

“I’m afraid to,” Conor said. He could see his 

grandma there in the dim light, leaning over her 

daughter. He could see his mum’s hand, still out

stretched, her eyes still closed.

O f course you are afraid, the monster said, pushing 

him slowly forward. And yet you will still do it.

As the monster’s hands gently but firmly guided 

him toward his mum, Conor saw the clock on the wall 

above her bed. Somehow, it was already 11:46 p.m.

Twenty-one minutes before 12:07.

He wanted to ask the monster what was going to 

happen then, but he didn’t dare.

Because it felt like he knew.

I f  you speak the truth, the monster whispered in his 

ear, you will be able to face whatever comes.

And so Conor looked back down at his mum,
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at her outstretched hand. He could feel his throat 

choking again and his eyes watering.

It wasn’t the drowning of the nightmare, though. 

It was simpler, clearer.

Still just as hard.

He took his mother’s hand.

She opened her eyes, briefly, catching him there. 

Then she closed them again.

But she’d seen him.

And he knew it was here. He knew there really 

was no going back. That it was going to happen, 

whatever he wanted, whatever he felt.

And he also knew he was going to get through it.

It would be terrible. It would be beyond terrible.

But he’d survive.

And it was for this that the monster came. It must 

have been. Conor had needed it, and his need had 

somehow called it. And it had come walking. Just for 

this moment.
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“You’ll stay?” Conor whispered to the monster, 

barely able to speak. “You’ll stay until. . . ”

I  will stay, the monster said, its hands still on 

Conor’s shoulders. Now all you have to do is speak the 

truth.

And so Conor did.

He took in a breath.

And, at last, he spoke the final and total truth.

“I don’t want you to go,” he said, the tears dropping 

from his eyes, slowly at first, then spilling like a river.

“I know, my love,” his mother said in her heavy 

voice. “I know.”

He could feel the monster, holding him up and 

letting him stand there.

“I don’t want you to go,” he said again.

And that was all he needed to say.

He leaned forward onto her bed and put his arm 

around her.

Holding her.

He knew it would come, and soon, maybe even
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this 12:07. The moment she would slip from his 

grasp, no matter how tightly he held on.

But not this moment, the monster whispered, still 

close. Not just yet.

Conor held tightly onto his mother.

And by doing so, he could finally let her go.
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B O O K  G R O U P  D I S C U S S I O N  G U I D E

1. Conor O’Malley is often unsure about what separates 
the real from the imagined, and so is the reader of
A Monster Calls. How does this book continually keep 
its readers off-balance? Why?

2. How is Conor’s life transformed as soon as word 
gets out about his mother’s cancer? Is he justified in 
feeling betrayed by his friend Lily?

3. Although surrounded by well-meaning adults at his 
school, Conor feels that they are making his life more 
miserable, not less. Why are they so ineffectual? What 
could (or should) they have done differently?

4. “Stories are wild creatures, ” says the monster (page 55). 
“When you let them loose, who knows what havoc they 
might wreak?” What triggers each of the monster’s 
stories? What truth does each reveal about Conor’s 
present? What “havoc” might they wreak in his future?

5. Why does the monster always arrive at 12:07?

6. Why does Conor allow himself to be bullied by his 
classmate Harry? What does Harry understand about 
Conor that no one else does?



7. “That’s what everyone says,” complains Conor, when 
his father tells him that he must be brave (page 102). 
“As if it means anything.” Is Conor right? What does 
it mean to be brave in the face of death? Why should 
death require bravery?

8. What was Conor’s relationship with his father before 
his mother’s illness? What do you imagine it will be 
like after her death?

9. Trees often symbolize strength and stability, but not 
in this novel. Why does the monster take the form 
of a yew tree? What does the ancient tree mean to 
Conor? What does it mean to his mother?

10. What character traits does Conor share with his 
grandmother? Why is it so important for each of 
them to start destroying things?

11. “I  have had as many names as there are years to time 
itself V says the monster before roaring a few examples 
(page 36). What names would you add to its list?

12. What lies do Conor and his mother tell each other 
during her illness? What lies do they tell themselves? 
Are they necessary? Why do those lies ultimately 
need to be replaced by the truth?



13. What is Conor’s real nightmare? Why is he so 
ashamed of it? Why does the monster insist that 
Conor tell it?

14. “You write [your life] with actions, ” the monster says to 
Conor (page 213) “What you think is not important. It 
is only important what you do.” Do you agree? Is action 
always more important than thought?

15. Return to the last two lines of the book. How does 
holding tightly to his mother allow Conor to let her go?

16. A Monster Calls, as Patrick Ness explains in his 
introduction, was originally begun by Siobhan Dowd, 
the distinguished British novelist who died of cancer 
in 2007. How much of her do you think is still in this 
book?
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