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			ONE

			John-Joe said it was my idea, but it wasn’t. Not really. It never was. If there was ever a stupid idea it always started with him. I just went along with it, that’s all I did, because he said it’d be cool. Because he said the poor dead bird couldn’t feel anything anyway.

			That’s definitely where it all started, though, for sure. And even though it wasn’t my idea, that doesn’t stop me from being responsible. I was the eldest, I should have stopped it. It wasn’t my idea but I still feel like it was my fault. There’s a difference and the difference is guilt. 

			It was going to be the best day too. 

			We were just back from holiday. We’d had a week in a cottage in Yorkshire for Easter and it had rained most days but then the sun had come out the day before we left. By the time we got home, it was ice cream and picnic weather. We spent Sunday having water pistol fights and Dad even got the paddling pool out, even though I’m really too big for it. We were supposed to be back at school on Monday but John-Joe said he wasn’t feeling well and Gabe said he had a sore throat so I said I had a sore throat too. Dad said we’d feel better when we got to school and saw our friends. He felt our foreheads and said he couldn’t see any signs of a fever, but I said it hurt to swallow and John-Joe said it was like barbed wire in his throat. I could tell Mum was going to cave. 

			‘They are tired from the trip back, James,’ she said. ‘And it does seem a shame to miss out on all this lovely sunshine when we had them traipsing up hills in the rain last week. A bit of sun will probably do them good….’

			They were doing that thing where they talk like they’re whispering so that we won’t hear but they have to talk loud enough to hear each other so we can actually hear everything. Mum used to do a really stupid spelling-out thing so it took ages for her to tell Dad anything. He’d just agree with whatever she said to hurry her to the end of the sentence. But once John-Joe and me could spell there wasn’t much point in that any more. 

			Dad said we should be back in school. He said we’d had two weeks off and that should be enough for us and enough for Mum. He reminded Mum that it’s really important kids don’t miss the first day back, as though he’d been listening in at school assembly when they lectured us about attendance and gave out certificates, like a lame certificate is ever going to be better than a day off.

			‘I’d have thought you’d be glad to get them out of your hair, Marie. Have you not got enough to do, what with the baby coming and everything?’

			John-Joe coughed and gave Mum that look and asked for a drink. I swear he could make himself pale on demand.

			Mum ruffled his hair and gave his shoulders a squeeze.

			‘Look at him, he’s not right is he?’

			Dad raised his eyebrows. He’s not so easily taken in as Mum.

			‘None of them look right to me.’

			She looked across at me and Gabe and Dad looked too. I kind of half coughed. I didn’t want to make it too obvious. I’ve never been as good at that kind of thing as John-Joe. He was the master. He was, like, super faker.

			Dad sighed and Mum pulled out the killer blow she’d been hiding up her sleeve.

			‘Look, James,’ she said. ‘Once the baby arrives I won’t get to hang out with this lot, this might be the last sunny day I get to sit outside with them in the sunshine before I’m up half the night, grumpy as hell and chained to the sofa feeding the baby.’

			She could see that Dad was teetering on the brink now and so could we. John-Joe coughed again. ‘Can I have a drink please, Mum?’ he muttered, squeezing the words out like he barely had the energy to speak.

			‘Of course you can, sweetheart.’ She patted him on the head and took a cup off the draining board to fill with water.

			‘See,’ she said to Dad, taking her turn to be the one raising her eyebrows. ‘They’re just not right. And look at the blossom on the cherry tree. And look what a lovely day it is. It’s just one day off school. They’ll be fine tomorrow. A day in the garden will do them the power of good. And they can help me with the washing. I’ve got a mountain of washing to do and I can get it all pegged out and dried today. They can help me carry it out so’s I’m not lifting. And they can help me peg it. It’s tiring you know, carrying this big fat baby around all the time, it’ll be much easier with six extra hands on my team.’

			She winked at me secretly and Dad was only going through the motions of raising his objections now. She was like the hot-shot lawyer in one of those courtroom dramas. She gave him the logic, she played on the heart strings, she itemised all the good reasons why he should be on her side.

			We stood there silently backing her up. A row of Hear no Evil, See no Evil and Speak no Evil monkeys.

			‘Well, it’s up to you.’ 

			John-Joe grinned at me. He knew we’d won. 

			‘If it was me,’ Dad continued, ‘I’d have them off to school and out of my hair and put my feet up while you’ve got the chance. But you know best.’

			‘I know we’d be racing around to get there on time and then I’d be back to school again to collect them before you know it and end up on my feet for ages because all the mums will be chatting and telling me how my bump’s got bigger and all of that. And that’s best-case scenario, more than likely I’d get a call from school to say they’re ill and need picking up early, so I’d end up meeting myself coming back.’

			She smiled at John-Joe and laid her hand on his head. He put in one more cough for good measure.

			‘Fine.’ Dad knew he was beaten. ‘Fine. I suppose it won’t do any harm. If you’re happy to have them at home, far be it from me to frogmarch them into school. They’ll probably just spend the day writing about what they did in the holidays anyway.’

			‘Exactly.’

			‘Okay then.’

			‘Okay then.’

			Dad picked up his car keys.

			‘Right you lot, look after your Mum and the big fat baby while I’m at work. If anyone comes to the door, try to look vaguely poorly. No face-timing anyone. No playing out on your bikes in the street.’

			Mum made a face at him and followed him to the door.

			Gabe asked me what a frog march was.

			‘It’s when someone makes you walk so fast that you jump like a frog,’ John-Joe answered. He always had an answer for everything but that was fine because I didn’t know.

			The front door banged shut and Mum came back in the kitchen.

			‘So,’ Mum smiled, looking at all of us. ‘Who’s for a banana milkshake under the blossom tree?’

			Gabe’s hand shot up in the air as though he knew the answer at school. John-Joe and me just shouted ‘Me!’ then ‘Jinx’ and Mum gave us a banana each to peel and got the milk out of the fridge. We peeled while she called school and smiled at us as she told the receptionist that we must have picked up a chill on holiday because it had rained a lot. ‘Nightmare, I know. Hopefully I can sit them out in the garden and get the sunshine to buck them up a bit.’

			That’s the thing about that day. It was always going to be a day we’d remember because Mum never let us stay off school for no reason and we hardly ever made banana milkshake with real bananas. And the sun was shining and the blossom was just at that point where you could shake a branch and make it snow pink. That’s if you could reach a branch. I nearly could because I was ten and Mum said I was growing like cress on a window ledge, but it was Mum that had shown us how she could make it snow pink on our heads by shaking a branch to make the petals float down.

			Gabe covered his ears when Mum switched on the blender to make the milkshakes, so Mum sent him and me off to fetch a couple of blankets to lay out on the lawn for sitting on. ‘And bring some books down too,’ she shouted up after us. So we came downstairs with books and pens and paper and a jigsaw and a pile of action figures wrapped up in the blankets like Dick Whittington’s pack, except not on a stick. 

			‘Can I go and get a blanket?’ John-Joe asked when he saw me and Gabe with our blanket parcels.

			‘I think two’s enough, don’t you?’ Mum said. ‘Do you want to put the honey in the milkshake for me? I forgot to put the honey in, we’ll need to give it another whizz.’

			‘I do. I do want to put the honey in but I want my own blanket as well. Gabe and Jim have got a blanket each, why can’t I have a blanket?’

			John-Joe started to properly go off on one and he really nearly ruined everything. Just because he was eight it didn’t stop him from acting like he was five half the time, he could be more of a baby than Gabe sometimes. Mum said if he didn’t calm down and stop having such a tantrum over nothing then nobody would have a blanket and nobody would have a milkshake and everyone could go and put their uniform on and we’d head off to school after all.

			That shut him up. And then she rubbed her belly like the baby was kicking because it was getting upset with all the crying and shouting. Which it probably was. 

			‘Right,’ Mum sighed, and switched on the kettle for a cup of tea. ‘Jim and Gabe, you can be in charge of laying out the blankets on the lawn under the cherry blossom and when you’ve done that you can get some cushions off the sofas in the living room and take them out there too. I’m not sure how me and this big fat baby are going to handle sitting on the floor but we’ll give it a go and the cushions might help.’

			She was always calling the baby ‘this big fat baby,’ which I thought was pretty mean. It was quite a big fat tummy she’d got though, so I don’t think she was being mean on the baby, I think she just meant she was fat. Which she was. She swayed when she walked like fat people sometimes do, tipping all that weight from one side to the other to move herself forwards.

			‘And John-Joe, you can help me with the milkshakes and be the milkshake waiter and you can also bend down and take that washing out of the washing machine for me because I might topple over if I try and do it.’

			‘So I’ve got the most important jobs?’ John-Joe asked.

			‘Yes, you’ve got the most important jobs,’ Mum said, winking at me when he couldn’t see. ‘So, what’s everyone waiting for? Get busy with your jobs, men!’

			She clapped her hands and it kind of woke us all up. Gabe and me went into the garden with our blanket packs and dumped them on the ground and then raced back in to get the cushions. (I let him win – he was only five).

			We could hear Mum and John-Joe talking in the kitchen. He was talking about helping her to peg out the washing and telling her that the pegs on the empty washing line looked like birds perching. Gabe and me weren’t talking, we had jobs to do and we just got on with them. We took opposite corners of each blanket and held each one up over our heads and wafted it a bit then laid it carefully down on the ground and pulled the edges to make it lie totally flat. When we’d finished, they were perfectly smooth with just a little overlap where the two met. There was a bit of a breeze so we put a book on each corner of the blanket to stop the corners from flipping back. Mum always uses our shoes for that at the beach. Then we scattered cushions all around in a semi-circle with a few pushed up together in the middle as a special seat for Mum.

			‘We’re just going to peg this washing out and then we’ll bring the milkshakes out and read some stories,’ Mum called over from the washing line. I stood and watched them for a minute. They had a system. John-Joe bent down to take something from the basket and handed it to Mum and she pegged it on the line. 

			I wished I’d been picked for the washing and the milkshake jobs and he’d gone to get the stupid blanket like he’d wanted.

			‘Come and look what I’ve found,’ said Gabe.

			He’d gone round the back of the tree with the action figures to set up a game while we were waiting for Mum and John-Joe. He was poking his head round the side of the tree like a meerkat and waving his hand at me to come.

			So I went. Behind the tree, lying on a few stray petals in the dusty bit right next to the trunk, was a dead magpie. It didn’t look dead. It wasn’t mashed up or anything. But it wasn’t moving and it was lying on the ground so I knew it must be dead.

			‘Is it dead?’ Gabe asked.

			‘I think so.’

			‘Shall we check it?’

			‘No.’

			‘Shall we tell Mum?’

			‘No.’

			‘So what shall we do?’

			‘Just leave it where it is.’

			‘Are you sure we should just leave it?’

			The problem with being the oldest is that you always have to make all the decisions and you’re supposed to be the one that knows everything.

			‘What are you looking at?’ John-Joe ran up and slapped us both on the back at the same time.

			‘I’ve found a dead bird,’ said Gabe.

			‘It’s a dead magpie,’ I corrected.

			‘But I found it,’ Gabe repeated.

			‘Cool,’ said John-Joe. ‘Are you sure it’s dead?’

			‘Pretty sure.’

			‘We’re sure,’ I said. ‘It’s definitely dead.’

			John-Joe crouched down beside the bird for a closer look. He looked in its eyes. He put his ear to its chest. He prodded it with his index finger and lifted its wings so the feathers splayed out in a perfect arc.

			‘Yep,’ he turned to us solemnly. ‘It’s definitely dead. What should we do with it?’

			‘I think we should bury it,’ said Gabe.

			‘Or we should tell Mum,’ John-Joe said.

			‘Where is Mum?’ I asked.

			‘She’s going to put some more washing in the machine and then she’s going to bring out the milkshakes and some biscuits,’ John-Joe said, pleased that he knew what was happening and in what order.

			And that’s the last thing I remember about who said what because the next thing I remember is handing John-Joe the pegs while he pegged out the poor dead magpie on the washing line. He’d moved the washing from the middle of the line opposite the patio doors and put it at the end so that the magpie would be right there when Mum stepped outside with each of its wings pegged out and pointing to the rest of the washing.

			We stood back and looked at it. When the breeze blew softly, moving the washing on the line and making pink snow drift across from the cherry blossom, the bird moved with the line, flying through the snow.

			‘It’s like we’ve brought it back to life,’ said Gabe.

			He crossed himself like we do at church.

			‘Yeah, but it’s still dead though,’ John-Joe said. ‘It’s not like Jesus and we’re not miracle workers, we can’t do a proper resurrection. Look,’ he said as he plucked a long feather out of the magpie’s tail and held it up and twisted it in the sunshine so that we could see first blues and greens and then all the rainbow colours reflecting out of the dark feather.

			‘That’s the miracle,’ he said. ‘Look at that. That’s amazing, I’m keeping that.’ And he tucked it behind his ear and started dancing in a circle and hitting the palm of his hand over his mouth like a witch doctor casting a spell.

			John-Joe chased me and Gabe up to top of the garden and then we hid behind the blossom tree and waited for Mum to come outside and see the magpie pretending to be alive on the washing line. We waited in hiding so that we could spring out from behind the tree and laugh at the joke we’d played on her.

			But when she came out she screamed and dropped the tray of milkshakes on the floor. And she carried on screaming. And when we ran out laughing she just looked at us and cried and cried. And when John-Joe put his arms around her and the big fat baby and muttered ‘Sorry Mummy, we’re sorry Mummy, we’re sorry,’ she just shrugged him off and went back inside the house and sat on the sofa in the living room rubbing her tummy and crying.

			They were looking at me like I was Mum or Dad or their teacher or something but I didn’t know what to do. I wanted to go inside and say the thing that would make her stop crying so that she could be in charge again and I could just ask her what to do. 

			But I didn’t know what the thing was. 

			She hardly ever cries but, when she does, she never cries just a little bit. It’s always like epic crying. Like she did when Nanna died. Like she did when we thought she was going to have a baby and then she didn’t. 

			So we ended up just standing there, for ages. We could see her through the patio doors just sitting on the sofa, letting the tears drop from her cheeks to her T-shirt.

			‘You should go in and see if you can help her stop crying,’ said John-Joe.

			‘Don’t be so stupid. I can’t make her stop. How do you expect me to make her stop?’ It came out a bit worse than I meant it to and then John-Joe was crying, and because John-Joe was crying then Gabe started crying. I wanted to join in too but Dad always says there’s no point crying over the things you can’t fix and if you can fix them you’re better off just getting on with it.

			So I just got on with what I could fix. I unpegged the bird from the washing line and sent John-Joe inside to find the box from the new school shoes he got before the holidays. He didn’t even complain for a second. He just did it. I put the magpie on the step while I went inside for the broom and the dustpan and brush and Gabe helped me clear up the mess from the milkshakes. 

			But there was glass everywhere and the wet milkshake made it stick to the bristles and the more we swept the more we just made everywhere stink of banana. And then John-Joe came back out again, still crying, telling me that he couldn’t find the box anywhere and he’d searched everywhere and it just wasn’t there so what were we going to do.

			I looked at him, and down at the brush in my hand all clogged up with smelly banana and I opened my mouth to speak but instead of my words coming out we heard a voice coming over the gate at the side of the kitchen.

			‘Hello boys, I thought you’d be at school today. I just popped round to see Mummy is she here? Is she busy?’

			It was Jenny from over the road. We always call her Jenny from over the road because Mum has a friend Jenny too and we call her Phoebe’s-Mum-Jenny so that nobody gets confused. Except we still do. I do anyway. And Dad definitely does.

			Jenny from over the road is kind of old. Older than Mum anyway, but probably not as old as Nanna was before she died. She has two pairs of glasses and she’s always got the wrong ones on. She wears tights, even in the summer, the kind of brown see-through ones that make her legs look they have a tan even though her arms are really white. You can see the hairs on her legs all squished up inside them. She pops in whenever she feels like it, sometimes with cakes or biscuits that she’s made, and even when she hasn’t brought some baking she always smells like warm cake. Sometimes she comes over nearly every day. Sometimes we hardly see her for ages and Mum says she must be suffering with her nerves again and goes over there with a bunch of flowers. I like it when she brings us cakes but not when she’s here every day, because she just stays for ages and talks and talks and talks and tells us what to do like she was an actual relative. Especially since Nanna died, it’s like she’s decided there was a vacancy in the family and she’s given herself the job.

			‘Mum’s not feeling very well,’ John-Joe said to Jenny before I could even think of any words to say. ‘She’s not feeling very well and we’ve got all this mess to clear up and a dead bird—’

			‘Dead magpie, actually,’ Gabe chipped in.

			‘We’ve got a dead magpie,’ John-Joe started again…

			‘And Mum’s a bit upset,’ I added. I thought we needed to make it clear that Mum wasn’t actually ill. I didn’t want Jenny ringing an ambulance or sending us off for clean towels and hot water because the baby was about to arrive.

			That’s what we thought we’d said anyway, but I don’t know what it actually sounded like because what Jenny told us she’d heard was ‘blah, blah, blah, blah,’ and instead of answering us she just opened the gate and walked straight in without even being asked.

			‘Right boys, what on earth is going on and where’s Mummy?’

			I hate it when adults say ‘Mummy’ like that, as though it’s their mummy too. Jenny from over the road is way older than Mum and it just sounds stupid.

			Gabe dropped the big brush and it clattered really loudly to the ground and then he took Jenny by the hand and led her over to the patio doors, steering her away from the milk and glass so that she could go in to Mum.

			I wanted to stop him. I wanted to stop Jenny from seeing my mum all puffy-eyed and red faced but I just stood there holding the dust pan, glad that somebody finally knew what to do.

			Jenny went inside and Gabe came back out again. We sat on the steps outside the back door. John-Joe was the last to sit down and he had to move the magpie to make a space for himself but he didn’t say anything. He just picked up the bird and sat down and put it in his lap. He was stroking it and making its feathers go all shiny down its back. And I looked down and its black, black, super-black eye was like the bottom of a well, it was just darkness that went on forever.

			When Jenny came back out again, Mum was with her, holding her hand like a little girl who’d had a telling off but was ready to be good now.

			Jenny let go of Mum’s hand and looked at each of us one after the other with her serious face. The one she uses when we have burping competitions. The one she used that time when John-Joe hid in the tree and threw a water bomb at her that hit her right on the forehead.

			‘The thing is boys,’ she said, pausing forever like they do on one of those talent shows when they’re about to tell you who’s going home. ‘The thing is, you’ve given your mum a bit of a shock and mummies with babies in their tummies shouldn’t get shocks. They need calm. They need helpful boys. They need looking after.’

			Jenny from over the road hasn’t got any children and it shows sometimes. She’s not exactly very good at cutting to the chase.

			‘The thing is, killing that bird and pegging it out like that wasn’t very nice…’

			‘But we didn’t kill it!’ John-Joe said. And he stood up, holding the magpie in his hand and looking like he was offering it to Jenny and Mum, with it held out in front of him and his fingers just softly touching the back of its head. He was holding it like a tiny baby.

			Mum didn’t look at John-Joe; she just looked at the bird. Into the blackness of its eye.

			I don’t know why but I just wanted to stop her from looking at the magpie so I stood up to talk and stepped in front of John-Joe.

			‘We honestly didn’t kill it Mum. We didn’t. We just found it and it was already dead. We thought about burying it but we weren’t sure how to do it and then we had the idea of making it look alive again…’ 

			I wasn’t really sure what I was going to say, I was just talking and hoping the right words would come out but Mum looked at me blankly, like she didn’t believe me, or she didn’t understand me, or she wasn’t even really there.

			‘We thought it would be like a resurrection,’ John-Joe said, stepping out from behind me. He held the bird up and I thought he was going to spread its wings out and throw it to see if it would fly.

			‘Look Mum,’ he said, holding the bird right out to her. ‘Look at it, isn’t it beautiful? It’s so perfect and amazing, look at its feathers and how black they are one minute and then you look at them again and there are so many colours in the black. And even though it lives outside in the rain and walks round on the dirty ground its belly is so white, like school shirts just out of the wash. If you rub up its belly feathers the wrong way, you can see the ones underneath and they’re even cleaner and even whiter and the softest thing ever. They’re like toothpaste white. Look…’

			Jenny pushed his hands away and held them away from Mum with her own hand holding them back and covering the dead bird. 

			He glared at Jenny like she was hurting him. She didn’t look at him, she looked at me.

			‘Your mother doesn’t need to see that, thank you John-Joe. We just need to get rid of it. Jim you take your mum back inside, I think she could do with a little lie down. I’ll take the bird and get rid of it in the bin at home. Then I’ll come back and help you clear up this mess and keep an eye on you scallywags while your mum has a rest. OK?’

			She said the OK like it was a question but it wasn’t a question, it was a ‘this is how it’s going to be’. Jenny can be nice but she can be bossy. I think she might have been a teacher. I might just be making that up because she sounds like a teacher. Like how she sometimes tells us off even though she’s not even related to us or anything and we haven’t really been naughty.

			Jenny put herself in charge. I hate it when she does that.

			I don’t think Mum liked that either because she said ‘Hang on a minute, Jenny.’

			Mum reached out to John-Joe’s hands and Jenny frowned a bit but moved her hand away.

			‘Let me have a look then,’ she said and she ever so slowly peered into the cradle that John-Joe had made with his hands to look at the dead bird. Gabe and me went over to look too.

			‘Can you see, Mum, it’s like a rainbow?’ John-Joe tilted his hands slowly from side to side so that the light could catch on the bird’s feathers and show the shiny hidden colours.

			Mum reached out and stroked the feathers, so then Gabe did and I did too. ‘It’s called iridescence,’ she said. ‘You’re right, it is amazing.’

			‘It’s like when a car has leaked in a puddle,’ I suggested, wishing I was holding the bird and showing it to Mum.

			‘You’re right Jim, it is like that.’

			Jenny from over the road let out a big long breath like she was cross, but we all ignored her.

			‘And here,’ said John-Joe, ‘on its belly the feathers are completely different. They’re a different colour obviously, but touch them,’ he stoked the magpie’s tummy with his thumb as he held it out to Mum to feel the white feathers. ‘Aren’t they soft Mum? Aren’t they the softest, nicest thing you’ve ever felt in your life?’

			Mum hesitated and turned to me for a minute so I touched the white feathers first.

			‘They are really soft. Feel that, you’ve got to feel that.’

			‘Awww, soft, soft, super-soft softness,’ said Gabe a bit over the top and in Mum’s way.

			‘Well, let Mum have a go then,’ John-Joe pulled the bird away from Gabe and offered it to Mum.

			She stroked it gently and smiled.

			‘That is beautifully soft, isn’t it? Silky? Do you know what it feels like John-Joe? It feels like your hair when you were a little baby. After you’d gone bald and then your hair grew back it was the softest thing in the world. This is nearly as soft but not quite.’

			John-Joe beamed at her and they stroked the bird’s belly together, with me and Gabe just watching, wanting to join in, and Jenny stomping around picking up the bigger pieces of glass from the patio.

			‘Poor little thing,’ said Mum. ‘I wonder how it died…’

			‘It wasn’t us Mum, it wasn’t. It honestly wasn’t.’ John-Joe just needed her to tell him that she believed him. And so did I.

			‘I know you wouldn’t do that, darling. I know you wouldn’t. You just all gave me a bit of a shock that’s all. It all looked a bit black magic.’

			‘What’s black magic?’ asked Gabe.

			‘It’s magic to do bad things.’ John-Joe answered before Mum could even open her mouth and I wondered how he knew that. I didn’t know that.

			‘There are lots of superstitions about magpies,’ Jenny added. ‘People…some people believe that…’

			‘It’s nothing you need to worry about,’ Mum said, and she kind of shivered like you do sometimes when you’ve been crying lots and then you stop and you’ve got to shake the last sad thoughts out of you.

			She turned to Jenny.

			‘Jenny, would you mind just seeing if you can find a box or a tin or something that we can put the magpie in to bury it. It doesn’t seem right to put it in the bin. It was a living creature. I wouldn’t want it to end up in a rubbish bin. I wouldn’t want someone to put me in the bin.’

			Even though we didn’t actually hear her ‘tut,’ we all felt it and saw it flash across her face.

			‘I think what we need to do then, boys,’ Mum said, ‘is wait for Daddy to get home and he’ll dig a hole to put the magpie in and we can give it a proper send-off and leave it to rest in peace.’

			‘Because it is one of God’s creatures,’ added Gabe.

			‘Exactly,’ said Mum.

			‘And even if we can’t resurrect it we can send it to heaven,’ John-Joe continued.

			‘That’s right,’ smiled Mum, ‘bird heaven.’

			‘I could dig a hole for it Mum,’ I said, thinking I could make it all be over quicker that way and we could just have a picnic in the garden. ‘I know where my seaside spade is and I’m good at digging.’

			‘Thanks Jim, but I think we’ll wait for your Dad. And Jenny’s going to find us a tin or a box or something.’ 

			Jenny hadn’t moved. She was still standing there, looking a bit cross and confused.

			Mum used that voice that she uses with us when she wants us to think that we have a choice but really we just have to do what we’re told.

			‘Do you think you’ll be able to find a suitable container, Jenny? Have you got anything at home or do you want to get Jim to help you look upstairs?’

			‘We could decorate the box,’ Gabe suggested.

			‘And make some rest in peace cards to put in the hole with it,’ John-Joe added.

			‘Perfect,’ said Mum, giving the big fat baby a rub. ‘Great ideas, boys. Why don’t you go and find some pens and stickers and paper and things while Jim helps Jenny find a box or tin or something and we’ll do some arts and crafts till Daddy gets home and digs the hole.’

			Jenny rolled her eyes then. I saw her, but Mum didn’t. Mum was too busy watching as John-Joe gently pulled the fan of the magpie’s wing fully out again so that she could see the white fingers of its wing feathers, outlined neatly in black. John-Joe folded the wing back again and Mum eased her fingers inside his hand cradle to take the magpie from him.

			Then it was like someone had fired the gun for the start of a race as John-Joe and Gabe went off to look for the paper and pens and Jenny led me off to her house to look for a container. She couldn’t find a box apart from an empty cereal packet and we both agreed that wouldn’t do. She got out some Tupperware and plastic boxes and I had more or less chosen a cleaned-out old ice cream tub with a picture of a beach and some seagulls flying but then she remembered a tin that she’d kept after someone had brought her some fudge back from their holidays. She said she didn’t like the fudge but she’d kept the tin because it was lovely. She disappeared upstairs muttering ‘I just need to remember where I put it. Where is it? It’ll be perfect.’

			And it was perfect too. Silver on the bottom with a blue lid covered in birds and blossom trees. Even Gabe said it was nice and he hates girly things.

			When we all got back to the garden, Mum was sitting with a cup of tea on the special cushions that we’d put out for her and just behind her there was a folded tea towel. I knew that she’d wrapped the magpie in the tea towel and put it there out of the way. Everyone spotted it and walked round it when they needed to get up to get to the felt tips or go in the house for the loo but no-one mentioned it.

			And we sat, in the sunshine, making cards and letting the blossom litter the blanket, not really talking much apart from to say can you pass me the red or the blue or have you got the lid for the dark purple. Mum made a card too, hers was the best but she kept stopping what she was doing to admire details on our efforts. She really liked the border I put round the edge of mine. Even Jenny stayed to help for a while and made a card with us but then she said she had to go because of the man coming to service her boiler.

			‘See Jenny out for me would you, Jim,’ Mum said, when Jenny got up to leave. ‘It’s a long way up from down here with this big fat baby.’

			So I got up and walked Jenny to the gate.

			‘Will you come back later for the funeral?’ I asked.

			‘It’s hardly a funeral,’ she said, ‘it’ just a dead magpie. It wasn’t even a pet.’

			‘Well we’re calling it a funeral, and you’re welcome to come,’ I said, ‘because you did help with it all, didn’t you.’

			I felt like I ought to say thank you but I wasn’t really sure what I was thanking her for.

			‘You’re welcome,’ she replied to the thank you I didn’t say.

			‘See you later then.’

			‘See you later.’

			And she turned and waved to me as she headed back off over the road and I remembered how much I like her sometimes and wished I’d asked her to bake a cake for the funeral.

			I headed back to the blossom tree to finish my card with the smell of banana and sour milk wafting over from the patio.

		

	
		
			TWO

			I remember when Nanna died because it was just after Christmas and we’d been helping her put the decorations away. I remember because it was me that killed her really.

			When I say we’d been helping her, I mean she’d been watching us mostly, while we did all the putting away. Mum said it was because her legs were bothering her. Dad said it was because she suffered with her nerves and Christmas could be a very stressful time, but I think she just enjoyed playing at being the queen while we got to be the peasants and did as we were told. 

			I did a bit of ‘yes, your Majesty. Of course, your Highness’ as she pointed at decorations she thought I’d missed and she seemed to enjoy the game of being the bossy monarch while I bowed and raised my imaginary cap but Mum gave me the look, so I stopped. Nanna said she’d pay me in gold coins if I did a good job, which she made out was actually better than real money, and, even though I wanted to tell her that I understood the difference between actual payment and a small piece of chocolate wrapped in foil, I just joined in the game of working hard for my chocolate wages, because that’s what everyone thought I should do.

			It was in the days when I was allowed to help and John-Joe mostly just made a mess. I was five I think, or maybe six. It was before Gabe was born and before the baby that was never born was even a thing, and before Mum was pregnant with the big fat baby, obviously, so it was mostly me, Mum and Dad doing the work. 

			Nanna made out it would be fun taking everything down neatly and putting everything back in the right box ready for next year, and maybe – let’s give her the benefit of the doubt, especially with her being dead and everything – perhaps she actually thought it would be. But putting the decorations away isn’t exciting like putting them up. There’s nothing to look forward to except next Christmas and that’s a long way off. It’s like packing and unpacking for holidays; when you’re packing, you’re just about to go somewhere so folding your clothes and deciding what to take with you is the best job ever. But when you get back and all you’re doing is deciding what needs to go in the washing machine and what you have to put back in the drawer, it’s just really, really boring. And a bit depressing actually. Very depressing if it’s raining and you have to go straight back to school the next day. Super depressing if you didn’t even get to wear your shorts because it rained the whole time you were away, so you ended up playing cards and visiting boring museums instead of digging on the beach and swimming in the sea.

			It had been me, Mum and Dad – and theoretically John-Joe – that had put the decorations up, so in a way, we were only clearing up our own mess, I suppose. But I didn’t even really like touching her decorations they felt a bit sticky – a bit furry too, some of them – and smelt funny, a bit like the boys toilets at school or the alley you can cut through to get to the Post Office without having to go up to the main road and then back round again. I made sure I left Nanna’s angel to Mum, because it was a scary thing with a porcelain head that looked like it was wearing too much lipstick. Its eyes watched you and one of its hands was missing. Mum said it was very precious because it had been handed down from Nanna’s Mum and one day it would be mine to put on the top of my own Christmas tree. Clearly, that will never happen unless I decide to have horror-movie-themed Christmases when I’m older. Me and Dad call it Frankie, short for Frankenstein’s Angel. Mum thinks it’s called Frankie short for Francesca because Dad thinks she can’t handle the truth.

			In our house we’ve always had a real tree. Me, Dad, John-Joe and Gabe have always kept to a tradition of going to get it the second Saturday in December. It started as just me and Dad and then we had to start taking the others because they wanted to come and it wouldn’t be fair otherwise. Every year we go to the same place and the trees are all lined up and wrapped in their net blankets so that their branches are squished and you can’t tell what they’ll look like when you cut off their coats and they’re allowed to ping free. They are like soldiers sleeping against a wall in a long line and they smell amazing. It’s a lottery Dad says, you never know whether you’re going to get one that’s handsome and symmetrical or one that’s a bit lop-sided with bald patches and bent foliage. But he’s taught me how to check for brown bits and sniff the tree to check it’s fresh and, even though it’s not just me helping him anymore, I’m the eldest so I get to make the final decision on which tree we have. 

			Mum complains every year that we’ve chosen a tree that’s way too big for the living room. She tuts and shakes her head when Dad cuts the wrapper off and the branches spring open to fill the place where we put it in the bay window. Then every year she stands and smiles at it, breathing in deep to inhale the scent of the pine needles, ‘the real smell of Christmas’ she calls it. Dad says it’s the ‘sweet smell of our pagan heritage’ but she just sighs at him and puts on the CD of Christmas carols she keeps in the box with the decorations and fairy lights so that we can feel the true meaning of Christmas while we decorate the tree. Then, after me and John-Joe and Gabe have gone to bed, Mum rearranges the baubles and the tinsel so that they’re not all hanging on the lowest branches of the tree, just at the front. She thinks we don’t notice that she’s moved everything and we let her believe that because it’s easier than admitting that we’ve done a less-than-perfect job. While we’re asleep she also gets out the chocolates and hangs them up high where she thinks we won’t notice and we can’t reach. But we know where to look – she hangs them in the same place every year – and I’m actually quite tall when I stand on a chair.

			I love our Christmas tree and its real smell of Christmas but I never liked my Nanna’s tree or the smell of it either. Her house was small and the carpets made your eyes go funny. When John-Joe was really little he refused to step on her living room carpet because he thought monsters would rise up from the blue and green swirls on the floor and get him. We had to put cushions on the floor as stepping stones to help him get from the hall to the settee. The patterns in the carpet were sharks then, until one day I lay on the carpet and started being the shark and then John-Joe and me took turns being the sharks and Nanna would come in and ask us what all the noise was about and tell us to stop making such a mess and pick the cushions up off the floor.

			There were ornaments that would look at you when you came into the room, all along the windowsill and on some shelves near the fireplace, because there was no mantelpiece to put them on, just the gas fire on the wall, which made a funny noise and a funny smell when it was switched on. Most of the ornaments were ladies in fancy dresses dancing or holding a bird on their finger or brushing their hair. Then there were the animals, mostly dogs and cats but there was an elephant too, which John-Joe said had tusks made from real ivory and we shouldn’t touch it because it was murder. But he probably made that up. My favourite was a bear, with a really fierce face, baring his teeth and holding up a fish is his claw that still had water dripping on its skin. If I stood up quickly enough from wriggling around on shark duty, the dizziness and the brain fuzz from the patterns on the carpet would convince me that the fish was still wriggling with its escape from the bear’s grip still a possibility.

			The one that didn’t fit into the club with either the fancy ladies or the animals was the sailor that Nanna called Captain Paddy. He wore a yellow hat and had a tanned and wrinkled face, with a pipe in his mouth and a look on his face that said ‘don’t mess with me, you’ll regret it.’ He looked both sad and angry, like someone who has had such a rough time in life that he wants to pass his misery on to everyone else. He watched us like the others and looked like he was watching them too and in charge of all of them, even the bear. He was on the shelf just above the gas fire where he could see the whole room and there was nowhere in that room that I couldn’t see him. He didn’t have a body, just a head, like he’d been executed and the axe man had left him there as a warning of what could happen if you don’t behave. He was supposed to be attached to the wall really, but Mum said the fixing off the back had come off, so he was propped on a shelf instead. His own shelf, all to himself.

			I wasn’t the only one that knew he was watching us, Nanna knew it too. She would tell me that Captain Paddy had his eye on me and she would point at him if she thought I was being naughty and she needed to leave the room, making it clear that she would know what I’d been up to while she wasn’t looking. It was a bit like the way they tell you Jesus is watching when no-one will own up to something at school. Or like the way your mum and dad tell you that Father Christmas is watching and will put you on the naughty list to get coal in your stocking if you misbehave. But Captain Paddy didn’t hang out with angels and he wasn’t fat and friendly like Father Christmas with lots of elf friends. He was all threat and no reward. I’d be surprised if he’d ever been friends with anyone.

			That day we took the Christmas decorations down at Nanna’s house, it was me that killed Captain Paddy and it was the destruction of Captain Paddy that killed Nanna.

			We’d already taken all the lights off the tree. When I say we, I mean Dad really because Mum wouldn’t let me touch the lights even when they’d been unplugged from the wall. She said there could be residual charge that could cause a shock. 

			So Dad took the lights down while I held the box and John-Joe got the boxes ready for the decorations (his job involved literally nothing except holding a box and waiting but he wanted a job because I had one). Once the lights were away, we put the decorations back in their boxes. They all had a particular place in a particular box and Nanna sat on the sofa telling us when we’d got it wrong and telling John-Joe which box to bring us next. When the tree was completely bare apart from Frankie the evil fairy, Dad said he’d lift me up to take her down. I wasn’t keen. I didn’t like touching that fairy in case it cast a spell on me and I definitely didn’t want to touch its hair because it was such a horrid candyfloss texture; the kind of thing that makes your blood feel fizzy in your veins. 

			He lifted me up and I reached for the fairy but her dress was hard to grasp. The fabric was delicate and all ripped with age. 

			Dad said: ‘just grab her head, she won’t bite you, she’s just a Christmas fairy.’

			‘Angel,’ Mum and Nanna corrected in unison as though they’d rehearsed it.

			‘Just grab the angel’s head,’ Dad said again, but I couldn’t risk touching her hair and I knew he was struggling to keep holding me up even though Nanna’s fake tree wasn’t nearly as tall as the real ones we get for our house.

			I reached for the dress and held on tight to it but as I pulled it away from the top branch, it got caught and I sort of flung it backwards. It fell diagonally across the room towards the fireplace, travelling head first straight for Captain Paddy. It was one of those times when you can see what’s about to happen but you can’t stop it. Like when you fall down the stairs. The Christmas fairy fell right onto Captain Paddy’s head, bashing her heavy head against his clay hat and knocking him off the shelf. And then he fell too, pushed off his watchman’s perch by a scruffy fairy, and as he fell his head hit the corner of the gas fire. By the time he reached the carpet, he was in five pieces, with his yellow hat still in place but his face scrambled and one of his eyes, which had taken the full force of the impact, completely destroyed.

			I tried to get to it first, thinking that I might be able to hide the damage and put it back together on the shelf so that Nanna would see it wasn’t that bad after all, so that she’d believe it was fixable. But Dad was holding me up high and, even though he put me down as soon as Frankie fell, he still had hold of me. And anyway, Nanna flew across the room quicker than I’d ever seen her move anywhere. It was a small room but it seemed like she was kneeling on the carpet picking up the pieces of Captain Paddy’s face before the rest of us really knew what was happening.

			Her crying was loud and instant. Mum tried to get her to stand up and go back to the sofa but she wouldn’t move, like she couldn’t hear what Mum was saying or couldn’t understand it. She sat sobbing and trying to fit the pieces back together, trying them in different ways like a puzzle as though, if she worked at it enough the right answer would show itself and he would be whole again. But the bits between the pieces in Nanna’s hands had been smashed into tiny shards and lost at sea in the thick pile of the carpet so, even if she could hold all five pieces together to bring the face back to life, he would be scarred by the gaps where he’d been broken.

			I could see it was hopeless but Dad tried to convince us that it was easy enough to fix. He prised the pieces from her hands and talked to her in his calmest voice, the one he uses when Mum is getting stressed and upset. He persuaded her to go with him into the kitchen where he could assess the damage on the table and see the pieces properly with the light from the window at the back of the house. She let him help her up off the floor and allowed us each to carry a piece of Captain Paddy into the kitchen like a procession taking the host to the alter for a miracle.

			But there was no miracle. Dad said it would be possible to fix it back together as a single head with the help of super glue. He said it was amazing that the hat had survived in a single piece and that it would help to keep all the pieces of the face together, but it was clear when he held the bits to show us in the palm of his hand that Captain Paddy would never look the same again. There was a space where his eye should be and instead of seeming angry he just looked sad, and a bit frightened.

			We left Captain Paddy’s shattered remains on the table and Dad put the kettle on for a cup of tea before following the rest of us back into the living room.

			‘I’m sure we can get you another one,’ Mum said, putting her arm round Nanna’s shoulder and patting her at the top of her arm. ‘I’ll have a look on eBay, there’s bound to be the same one out there, or something similar.’

			It had never occurred to me that there might be more Captain Paddys in the world. Who else would want one of those?

			Nanna shrugged Mum’s arm off and stood up.

			‘Another one, is that what you think? That’s just your problem, isn’t it, Marie? You destroy one and you just think you can get another one. Straight in the bin with that and on with the next. Well, it’s not that simple is it? Real life doesn’t work like that. My Uncle Paddy, your Great-uncle Paddy, gave me that. You knocked it off the wall didn’t you, do you remember that? You damaged it so that the hook wouldn’t fit on the back again. Otherwise it would never have been on that shelf. It would never have been propped there ready to fall at the slightest knock.’

			‘It’s just a thing. It was just an accident,’ Mum was crying and she let me hold her hand. I needed her to hold my hand to help her feel better and to stop me from hitting Nanna with it.

			‘The truth is, Marie, you have never looked after anything or anyone. You have never seen past your own selfishness and this is just the latest example of that attitude of yours where everything and everyone are disposable.’

			‘But she didn’t break Captain Paddy,’ I shouted. ‘Mum didn’t do it. It was me. I broke him.’

			Nanna stopped for a moment and the room was bursting with quiet. Even John-Joe said nothing.

			She looked around the room at each of us and took a long slow breath, as though she were refuelling before she spoke again.

			When she did speak, it was in a low, calm voice, with the words pronounced slowly like a reading from the lectern.

			‘Your mother did break Captain Paddy, Jim. And you did. And whatever excuses any of you have, I still have those broken pieces on the table and that is all.

			‘You might think it’s trivial. You might think I’m over-reacting and maybe, if I were in your shoes and you were in mine, maybe I would be over-reacting. But those broken pieces are a symptom of what this girl did to my life,’ she pointed at my mum now, her hand shaking and her voice quivering nearly as much. ‘She took what little I had and carelessly destroyed it and here she is now with all her happy-ever-afters. And look what I’ve got – a few broken pieces of pottery and a dwindling collection of Christmas cards.’

			It was true, I had taken the cards down from the wall and there weren’t many of them but it didn’t seem like something to get upset about. It was like John-Joe getting upset that I got more chocolate Santas than him when we took the Christmas tree down at home. A little bit annoying but not the end of the world. And John-Joe was just a kid. Nanna was a grown up.

			‘Frances, let’s just all calm down and get this into perspective….’ Dad was normally good at calming Nanna down and cheering her up but she held up her hand to him like the lollipop lady stopping the traffic.

			‘Listen, James, it’s OK, I know no-one smashed the thing on purpose. I know I’ve upset everyone and I should just get over it. Why don’t we all just draw a line under it? You and Marie go home, get the boys to bed, we’ve packed Christmas away for another year, thank you for helping with that. Let’s just rewind and move on.’

			I looked at Mum, she was looking at the swirls in the carpet and following the patterns with her eyes. I knew what she was doing because I do it sometimes; if you look at something and really concentrate everything else fades out of your head and all you can see is the thing you’re looking at.

			‘But we haven’t finished yet,’ said John-Joe. ‘The decorations are down but the tree’s still up. We need to take it apart and put it back in its box ready for next year.’

			‘He’s right,’ Dad added. ‘And I need to get all of this put away in the loft for you.’

			Nanna looked at the tree and smiled a pretty unconvincing smile.

			‘You’re right John-Joe, we can’t leave the tree there, it’s bad luck. Why don’t we all take the tree down together and get it back in its box. Then we can leave everything to go in the loft tomorrow, if your Dad doesn’t mind coming back then? It’s a bit late to do it tonight and I’m tired and you boys need to get home and get bathed before bed. Isn’t that right, Mum?’

			She turned to Mum, who looked up from the carpet, straight at me and John-Joe.

			‘That’s definitely right,’ Mum said. ‘You don’t escape soap and water that easily, boys. Let’s get this tree back in its box ready for next year and head home.’

			So we all pulled the branches off the tree, ripping it apart like vultures picking on a carcass, with John-Joe and me in charge of the lower branches and Dad sorting out the top bit. Even Nanna helped, though she said we’d need to be the ones to bend down to put the pieces in the box. There was only Mum that didn’t help, she went back to tracing the swirls on the carpet with her eyes but no-one said anything because we were too busy with our jobs. I think it was only me who noticed.

			Once the tree was in its box, Dad said he’d be back tomorrow evening after work to get everything stored away ready for next year and Nanna gave John-Joe and me a Quality Street from her pocket and hugged us, one with each arm, so that I could hardly breathe because it was too warm and smelt of the inside of old wardrobes. Then she hugged Dad and he gave us our coats and let me press the bipper for the car to open it so that we could get in by ourselves. 

			From the darkness of the car, the window of the house was lit up like a stage and I saw Nanna take a step forward towards Mum and Mum take a half-step backwards. Then Nanna held her arms out to Mum and Mum hugged her. I was trying really hard to see whether Mum was crying or just pulling a face because of the old wardrobe smell but it was too difficult to know for sure from that distance and I thought I’d probably know when Mum got in the car if she’d been crying or not. It turned out I still couldn’t tell though, because she got in without turning round and just put her seat belt on and looked straight ahead. 

			We travelled the whole way home in silence and John-Joe fell asleep. Dad lifted him out of the car and straight up to bed and I pretended to be asleep so that he’d carry me up to bed too. 

			We didn’t see Mum again until morning, when she made us porridge ‘to keep the chill out and the old grey matter ticking over’ and checked our clean teeth and washed faces as usual, before handing us our lunch bags and telling us to get our coats on and remember our gloves. It was John-Joe’s turn to do the bipper and she followed us out with a bag of rubbish for the outside bin.

			It was after tea the next day that Dad said he’d pop round to Nanna’s to pack all the Christmas things away in the loft and I volunteered to help. Mum was going to say no but Dad pointed out he’d be back quicker with my help so, in the end, she agreed. 

			The living room light was on when we got there but there was no sign of Nanna and the TV was off. There was no answer when we knocked on the door so Dad let himself in with Mum’s key and called out to Nanna. There was no reply.

			The heating was off too and it was totally freezing in the house. Dad went to look for Nanna in the kitchen and I said I would see if she was upstairs, maybe she’d gone for a lie down. But there was no-one up there either.

			When I got downstairs Dad was on the phone in the hall and he waved me away from the kitchen door, taking the phone away from his face for a moment to bark at me that I should go in the living room and watch TV while he just sorted things out. I did as I was told and I looked round at all of Christmas sitting in boxes as I switched from soap to quiz show to news and back again.

			There was no point in me watching the TV because I knew from somewhere deep in my belly what had happened. I wandered up the hall to see the actual news in full colour with no subtitles, broadcast live from the kitchen. Nanna was dead on the kitchen floor with the bottle that used to hold the pink pills for her nerves sitting empty in her hand and the bottle that used to hold the white pills for her legs lying equally empty on the lino beside her. The bottle of brandy that she’d used to pour over the Christmas cake after I’d helped to pierce it with a knitting needle a million years earlier in October was almost empty on the table, next to a tea cup that said Mother on the side in fancy gold writing. I’d never seen her use the tea cup, it was usually on the window ledge in the kitchen between the clay thumb pot I made in nursery and a picture of Nanna and Mum when Mum was a baby.

			She was still wearing the same clothes.

			Dear Father Christmas

			I have been a very good boy this year. I have started to eat broccoli, not all the time but sometimes, and always when Mum says I have to finish it if I want pudding. I have also learned to tie my own shoelaces and I have been helping my friends Jason and Rory at school with theirs because they can’t do it yet.
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