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    For my mum, who was there when most of these stories were born.
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Short-lived Happiness
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I found a butterfly chrysalis hanging from the tree outside my back door while I was feeding Alex. It was green with gold flecks, like a bejewelled bean pod.  

Alex sat at my feet and watched it swishing back and forth in the breeze. He tilted his head to the side and his mouth curved up, taking him from Burmese to Cheshire.  

Later, he climbed on my lap and slid the end of his tail across my throat as I sat at the computer researching butterflies. His claws dug into my thighs and I gave up looking before I figured out whether to expect a monarch or a red admiral.  

I checked the chrysalis every morning after that. And every morning Alex wound his way around my legs, reminding me my job is to feed him not to stare at the trees.  

One morning Alex was nowhere to be seen, but he’d left me a present – stolen chop bones on the door mat. At least it was better than the day before when he left me a dead mouse.

I picked the bones up with the very tips of my fingers and dropped them in the bin. “Thanks Alex,” I muttered.

I looked for the chrysalis. It was gone. In its place hung a twist of orange and black, like a wilted nasturtium.

I held my breath.

The wings stretched, inching out from their wrinkled state. They grew, shuddering as they began to beat. My eyes felt wet and I smiled. In a flicker it took flight.

Alex jumped from behind the bushes.

“Alex, no!”

His jaws clamped.

“Alex!”

He trotted over to me and laid the mashed wings at my feet. Another present. He smiled up at me, expecting praise.

I sighed. “Thanks Alex.”
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Underneath the Clock
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Angus kept to the centre of the corridor, tightrope-walking his feet along the gap in the lino where all the fluff got stuck. Normally it was too busy for him to do that but, since he was leaving class early, the corridors were empty.

Angus had only been called to the office once before, but that was last year, and so he hadn’t been allowed to walk there by himself. Miss Periwinkle, from reception, had come and got him. She had talked to him as they walked, and so Angus had been distracted and hadn’t known he was going to find out a BAD THING. It was only when he got to the office, and he saw his mum and his brother waiting, that he knew they were going to tell him something sad.

Now Angus was in Year Two, not Year One, and Year Twos were allowed to walk to the office by themselves. Sometimes. Mostly only if the teacher was busy and they weren’t in trouble. 

Last year, Angus had sort of known his dad was sick. He had only sort of known, though, not really known and so the BAD THING was a BIG SHOCK. That’s why Angus never cried about it. At least that’s what all his teachers told him. 

It’s okay to cry, Angus, they said. 

Then: You’ve had a BIG SHOCK, haven’t you? when he didn’t do any crying. 

The teachers really seemed to think he should cry. They didn’t understand that Angus didn’t have any tears inside him. They always looked at him with their heads tilted to the side when they said BIG SHOCK, and so Angus did the same. Now whenever he thought about his dad, he thought about his neck hurting. 

Angus’ brother Bede was waiting outside the office. Bede’s shirt was untucked and he didn’t have his tie done all the way up. He wasn’t wearing his spiky cuff, though, because this morning their mum had said: Take that stupid thing off, Bede! and Bede had put it back in his room, muttering to himself in a quiet voice that wasn’t really that quiet. 

Bede had said lots of bad words when their mum couldn’t hear him. Angus had heard the words though, and they made his tummy do flip-flops.

Bede looked up when Angus sat down next to him. “You in trouble too, Gussy?”

Angus shook his head.

Bede grinned. “Must just be me then, eh?”

Angus didn’t think Bede should be grinning if he was in trouble, but then maybe it was just one of those pretend in-troubles. Like when their mum yelled at them for not doing things she hadn’t told them to do. Then they had to say pretend-sorries, and pretend mean-it.

“Bede!” Their mother rushed into the office. She was wearing a hat, but little fluffy curls stuck out around her neck. She wasn’t wearing any make up, either. “Is it true? Were you smoking?”

Angus looked at his brother. Bede swallowed and opened his mouth to speak, but their mother’s face crumpled.

“The ONE thing, Bede. The ONE THING I asked you never to do.” Her eyes went wide then narrowed as they teared up.

Angus tried to close his ears against his mother yelling, but she was being TOO LOUD. Her words hit him like bits of hail. 

What would I do if you got sick, Bede?

What would I do?

And what if you get expelled?

Oh God, you’re going to be expelled.

Don’t talk to me, Bede, I am too angry. 

How COULD you? 

I swear I have NEVER been this angry.

“Mrs Payton?” The principal, Mr Dumpty appeared in the doorway. His eyes flicked between the three of them, like a lizard pretending it was a rock. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything?” 

“No ... of course not.” Their mother smiled. She stood up straight, turning herself into a make-believe ballerina. She made the angry lines in her face go away, and she fluffed at her skirt with her hands.

Angus felt like he couldn’t see her messy hair anymore. He knew it was there but she was acting tidy and so she almost looked it. 
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