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Jenny watched the gate. She imagined a small hand pushing it, a small foot stepping through it. She imagined a skip and step in the snow. She raised a hand to her cheek. She imagined her heart lifting.


“Mum!”


Jenny dropped her hand sharply.


“Mum!”


Alice knocked again at the window. Jenny unlocked the door. Alice slipped in with a lick of cold air and threw her satchel in the footwell.


“How was your day?” she asked.


Alice shrugged. She was ten, and when she shrugged, her small round shoulders rose up to her ears.


 


They sat silently in the leathery hum of the car. Jenny steered slowly along the snowy road. At the lights, she hesitated, then turned to Alice.


“Did you see Lola?” she asked.


“Yes.”


The indicator ticked.


“Was that nice?”


“Yes.”


The lights changed. Jenny turned, then drew up by a large house set back from the street. She watched Alice fumble for the bag at her feet.


“Did you practice enough?”


“Yes.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yes.”


She stayed in the car while Alice walked up the path. Under her coat, her knees still bulged like knuckles in her skinny legs. When she stood at the door, and reached for the bell, she was a dark twig-figure against the snow-capped porch. Jenny reached for her phone. She held it to the window to take a photo.


She watched the door close, and imagined Alice unpack herself from her coat, sit down, smile. She imagined her playing, clear and blunt, like she was reading out loud in a foreign language. She imagined loving her.


 


“What are you doing?”


Jenny turned from the computer. Alice was standing at the doorway.


“Just browsing.”


Alice stepped closer. “You always feel your face like that.”


Jenny moved her fingers from her cheek.


“Browsing what?”


The screen of her laptop was filled with photos. Alice leaned in. Jenny watched her. Her eyes were expressionless as they slid over photo after photo.


Jenny turned back to the screen. She clicked through them slowly. Alice in Paris. Alice at the beach. Alice at the door of the piano teacher’s house. She listened to Alice’s breath behind her.


“Lola hates me,” said Alice.


Jenny kept her eyes on the screen. Alice in the snow. “No she doesn’t.”


“Yes she does.”


Jenny shrugged. “If she does, she’s not worth it.”


Alice frowned. Her face pulled in to a tight point. “What does that mean?”


“It means what I said. She’s not worth it.”


Jenny smiled. Alice reached a hand out to rest on Jenny’s arm. Then she pinched, hard.


“Alice!”


“Sorry.”


Jenny turned and stared at her. She was looking down, so only the top of her head was visible. Her hair curled in a greasy whorl round an ugly disc of scalp.


“Alice,” she said, gently tailing off. “Alice, honey.”


 


The car eased round the bends of the road that led through the park. Jenny slowed almost to a stop at the crest of the hill. To her right the city was sleet-grey, dusted with ice and slush under a damp sky.


She had another half hour to wait.


She drove back by the school. An ambulance was parked nearby. The back doors were open. A car was pulled up at an angle down the road, and beyond that, a man stood with a police officer. His face was pulled tight. She stared, and he turned and looked at her with sick eyes.


Outside the piano teacher’s house the snow was muddy now, ruckled by feet and gathered into icy lumps. A cat picked past her bonnet and across the road. A car slowed, but it didn’t change pace.


She checked her phone.


My heart goes out to her family


Before she had chance to check the start of the conversation, another comment was posted.


Awful. Absolutely awful. You know the little girl is in intensive care?


She watched her nails skitter across the smooth glass screen as she scrolled back.


A girl was hit by a car outside school. 20 minutes after the end of lessons. Awful.


She cradled the phone in her palms.


Is she OK?


They don’t know


“Mum!”


Jenny blinked. She put the phone down and opened the door.


 


“I went past school on the way.”


“Why?”


“I don’t know. I was early.”


Alice said nothing.


“There was an ambulance.”


She still said nothing.


When they reached the house, Alice kicked off her boots and scampered upstairs.


 


At dinner, they sat facing each other across the tablecloth.


“What did Mrs Jackson say about your piece?”


“She said it was OK.”


“Did she say that? It was OK?”


“Yeah.”


“Does she normally say it’s OK, or is that better than normal?”


“It’s pretty much normal.”


Jenny watched her eat.


“Did I say there was an ambulance outside school?”


Alice nodded.


“Can I watch telly now?” she said.


“Put your plate away first.”


 


After a minute, she went through.


“Alice, honey,” she began.


Alice was sat on the sofa. Her knees didn’t reach the edge of the cushion, so her lower legs stuck out straight. Over her tights she wore stripy socks.


“Alice,” she said after a moment.


Alice turned. Her eyes were wide.


“Alice, did something terrible happen at school today?”


She shook her head.


Jenny stepped forward quickly. “Alice, honey, sweetie, something did happen, didn’t it?”


Alice didn’t shake this time.


Jenny crouched by the sofa and touched Alice’s shoulder, then her neck and cheek. “Alice, sweetie,” she said. The shock of it was how soft she felt. Once she’d started, she couldn’t stop. Alice’s arms stayed down, then she lifted them and wrapped them round her mother’s neck. Jenny closed her eyes. She felt the bone of her daughter’s arms pull tighter and tighter, until it hurt.


Alice’s grip slackened suddenly. Jenny rocked back on her heels and Alice’s arms slipped away. Her attention turned back to the screen beyond Jenny’s shoulder.
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