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AROUND THE MAYPOLE, first published in Twee Tales Too
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CLAIRE WATCHED ALL of the other children dancing around the maypole with envy. May Day was, traditionally, the start of the summer festivities in the village and everyone looked forward to the day throughout the winter months. The ancient pagan rituals were given the nod in the old fertility celebrations but, of course, the children didn’t understand any of that. Even some of the adults didn’t know any of that. They just enjoyed the fun, the fair, the dancing and the holiday atmosphere. The only reason Claire knew much of the history was because her parents were on the village committee and so arranged a lot of the historical jollies.

“Doesn’t your sister look lovely?” said Claire’s mum.

Claire looked as far sideways as the horrid neck brace would let her and agreed. Kitty did indeed look beautiful in her May Queen splendour, while at the same time looking awkward and embarrassed in her crown made from pretty spring flowers.

“She looks as though she’s hating every second,” laughed Claire. Then she painfully and slowly returned her glance towards the dancers, who were skipping in and out in time to the music, twisting the colourful ribbons around the pole under her sister’s regal gaze.

Kitty’s first handmaiden Ellie looked as though she would burst into tears at any moment while the page boy, Thomas, was far more engrossed with something he couldn’t quite reach up his nose. Most of the other handmaidens watched the dancing, waiting until it would be their turn.

Claire would normally be dancing too, now with the older girls or later looking after the little ones. Many thought that she preferred to dance so that she didn’t have to go through the humiliation of the annual beauty contest. But really, she just loved to dance. She was too old to be May Queen now anyway and, personally, couldn’t understand those parents that forced their daughters to compete, or why any of the other girls would want to anyway. It just wasn’t her thing, but dancing was. Claire’s parents, fortunately, had always let their girls make up their own minds about what they wanted to do, despite being on the committee. And Kitty was secretly delighted to have been chosen this year – she just didn’t want to seem uncool to her friends.

At the moment, though, Claire was still learning how to walk again, or constantly hiding the neck brace they made her wear today – for her own good, apparently. She hated the thing, she hated the wheelchair she was gradually learning to do without, and she hated not being able to join in with the dancing. But more than that, much more than any of that, she hated the reckless car driver who had put her in the stupid wheelchair in the first place. 

Claire’s dad had complained quite aggressively about the man being drunk, and how three months in prison wasn’t anywhere near sufficient punishment for ruining his oldest daughter’s dream.

Claire had already graduated onto her blocks and had been picked to play Clara in her dance company’s Christmas production of The Nutcracker Suite – every girl ballerina’s dream, that or the Sugar Plum Fairy. Instead she’d woken up in a hospital bed two weeks later with no recollection of the accident. Her mum had said that was a blessing, but still the psychotherapist probed, trying to bring back her memory. Claire didn’t care if they never did. One minute she was due to perform the role of her life (so far), and the next minute it was all over with no firm chance of her even walking again, let alone dancing. And her vile enemy Nessa ‘Grotbag’ Pound performed the role instead. Evil witch. Claire was gutted and, as is the tendency of an already angst-ridden tormented fourteen-year-old, her life was over.
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